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Weekly Economic Review
Earnings fairly steady amid sharp decline in payroll employment

Consumer Confidence 
Confidence inches up from record low

After plunging to a record low, consumer confidence ticked 
up in Alberta. The Conference Board of Canada’s index of 
consumer confidence increased from 21 in April to 32 in May. 
Despite the uptick, confidence remains well below February 
levels, before COVID-19 began disrupting the economy, and 
as low as in early 2016 (Chart 1). More than 30% of Albertans 
expect their financial condition to worsen over the next six 
months and more than half hold a pessimistic view on job 
prospects, the highest levels of negativity among the provinces. 
Nationally, the index also improved in May, but as seen in 
Alberta, national sentiment remained below its February level.

Average Weekly Earnings
Earnings ease

Earnings in Alberta remained relatively steady as the novel 
coronavirus pandemic began to impact the labour market. 
Average weekly earnings (AWE) eased 0.5% month-over-month 
(m/m) to $1,174 in March but still remained 1.4% higher than 
same month last year. The modest decline came as companies 
cut nearly 95,000 (-4.7% m/m) employees from their payrolls 
in March and average weekly hours by hourly employees fell 
1.6%. The job losses and decline in hours were concentrated in 
the service sector where AWE fell 1.2%. The accommodation 
and food services took the brunt of losses (Chart 2). Other 

hard-hit services sectors—retail trade and administrative 
support and waste management—also saw sizeable job losses 
and lower earnings. Meanwhile, AWE in arts, entertainment 
and recreation and other services grew, as the job losses 
were concentrated in lower paying sub-sectors and positions. 
Similarly, average earnings in the goods sector were up as the 
decline in payrolls were mostly in the lower-paying construction 
and manufacturing, while employment in a higher-paying 
mining, oil and gas extraction increased.

International Travel
Restrictions halt travel

International travel came to a halt by the end of March as 
the federal government placed restrictions on travel in order 
to limit the spread of the novel coronavirus. The number 
of non-resident travellers visiting Canada and landing in 
Alberta plunged 54% m/m to a 29-year low of 48,215 
people. The decline came as the federal government closed 
international borders to all non-resident travellers, with the 
exception of U.S. citizens, on March 16 and then closed the 
Canada-US border to non-essential travel on March 21. With 
the restrictions, the number of both U.S. (-57% m/m) and 
overseas travellers (-45% m/m) fell to multi-decade lows. 
While the number of Canadians returning through Alberta fell 
(-23% m/m), the decline was less severe as many Canadians, 
including those who spend winter in other countries, 
scrambled to return home.

Source: Statistics Canada
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CHART 2: AVERAGE EARNINGS INCREASE IN SOME 
HARD-HIT INDUSTRIES
Monthly percentage change in AWE and payroll employment,
March 2020

CHART 1: CONSUMER CONFIDENCE IN ALBERTA REMAINS 
NEAR RECORD LOW
Index of consumer confidence for Alberta, 2014=100

Earnings increase in some hard-hit industries

Monthly percentage change in AWE and payroll employment, March 2020

Source: Statistics Canada
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Consumer confidence in Canada slightly below February 2009 
low
Index of consumer confidence for Alberta, 2014=100

Source: The Conference Board of Canada

chrt_01.pdf

0

30

60

90

120

150
(index)

Alberta
May-20

Last updated: 2020-05-29, 11:47 AM

Path: P:\InDesign\_Economics_Publications\Weekly Economic Review\Source_documents\:
File: 2020-05-29_WeeklyEconomicReview:

Tab: 1 Consumer Confidence 



Contact Robert Van Blyderveen at 780.638.5628 

For current snapshot of Alberta indicators Alberta 
Economy - Indicators at a Glance

2 | Weekly Economic Review | Treasury Board and Finance | May 29, 2020

was driven by higher direct payments, as crop insurance 
payouts spiked to their highest levels since 2003, reflecting 
the very challenging harvest conditions across the prairies last 
autumn. Three-quarters of national crop insurance payments 
went to the prairie provinces, with nearly half going to Alberta 
farmers. Excluding direct payments, farm receipts were 
essentially unchanged (-0.3% y/y) as weaker crop receipts 
offset stronger livestock receipts.

Canadian GDP by Expenditure
Record contraction in consumer spending

Economic activity in Canada contracted as consumer 
spending plunged. Real gross domestic product (GDP) fell 
8.2% on an annualized rate in the first quarter, the largest 
decline since 2009. Household spending collapsed 2.3% 
quarter-over-quarter (q/q) (Chart 4), the biggest quarterly 
decline ever recorded, as closures and restrictions were 
imposed on non-essential services, retail stores, restaurants, 
and travel and tourism activities. Similar restrictions 
introduced in other countries resulted in a 3.0% q/q decline 
in exports and a 2.8% q/q drop in imports in Canada. 
Furthermore, interruptions in global supply chains pushed 
inventories down.

Food Services and Drinking Places 
Sales plunge in March

Receipts at restaurants and bars tumbled in March as 
consumers stayed home and restrictions began. Sales food 
services and drinking places declined 28% m/m in Alberta 
to total $518 million. In percentage terms, the declines were 
largest at bars and drinking places (-51% m/m), which were 
closed in the middle of March (Chart 3). Sales at full-service 
restaurants (-44% m/m) also fell significantly even though 
dining service was allowed to continue with restrictions until 
March 26, when all non-essential businesses were shuttered. 
Sales at limited-service restaurants (-14% m/m) were less 
impacted as drive-thrus remained open.

Building Permits 
Back-to-back declines in intentions

Construction intentions continued to fall. The value of building 
permits declined 9.9% m/m to $800 million, the lowest level 
in over a decade. The decline was concentrated in residential 
permits (-18% m/m). Meanwhile, non-residential permits 
posted a modest rebound (+5.5% m/m) as gains in industrial 
and institutional and governmental permits more than 
offset the continuing decline in commercial permits. Since 
February, intentions have dropped by nearly a quarter, led by 
back-to-back decreases in residential permits. 

Canadian Farm Cash Receipts
Outsized increase in insurance payouts

Farmer revenues increase modestly in the first quarter of 2020, 
despite rail transportation disruptions and the early spread of 
COVID-19. Alberta farm cash receipts increased by 6.1% q/q, 
to reach a record high of $4.1 billion. Compared to the previous 
year, revenues were up 2.2% year-over-year (y/y). The increase 
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CHART 4: LARGEST QUARTERLY DROP IN HOUSEHOLD 
SPENDING
Quarter-over-quarter seasonally adjusted annualized change in 
household consumption

CHART 3: SALES IMPACTED BY COVID-19 RESTRICTIONS
Monthly change in non-seasonally adjusted receipts, March 2020

Largest quarter drop in house spending
Quarter-over-quarter seasonally adjusted annualized change in household 
consumption

Source: Statistics Canada
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Sales impacted by COVID-19 restrictions
Monthly change in non-seasonally adjusted receipts,  March 2020
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