
1 | Weekly Economic Review | Treasury Board and Finance | May 15, 2020

Weekly Economic Review
Housing market activity plunges

COVID‑19
More measurable impacts on the economy

The economic impacts of COVID-19 are now being observed 
in many lagging indicators. In this week’s data the effect 
is visible in the housing market for April, as well as in 
manufacturing shipments and building permits for March. This 
can be contrasted with the February data releases for the 
Alberta Activity Index (AAX) and vehicle sales, which reflect 
economic conditions before COVID-19.

Resale Housing
Market seizes up in the midst of the pandemic

After a strong start to the year, Alberta’s housing market 
stalled as COVID-19 restrictions weighed on activity. Home 
sales fell 48% month-over-month (m/m) in April. Over the 
past two months, sales have plunged from more than 4,600 
in February to 1,909 in April, the lowest level since the data 
series started in 1988 (Chart 1). While sales activity declined in 
all regions across the province, the hardest-hit were Calgary, 
where COVID-19 cases have been high, and Fort McMurray, 
which had a flood in late April. New listings have also slowed 
dramatically, falling 60% over the same two-month period. With 
the economic uncertainly and weak sales, the average resale 
price in the province fell 5.6% m/m to $348,973, the lowest 
level since August 2010. The declines in the average resale 
prices were particularly large in Fort McMurray, Central Alberta, 
and South-Central Alberta, which includes the City of Brooks.

Manufacturing Shipments
COVID‑19 induced declines in petroleum products

Sales from Alberta factories pulled back in March as COVID-19 
containment measures weighed on demand and prices of 
petroleum and coal products. The value of manufacturing 
shipments fell 6.6% m/m to $5.8 billion, a 32-month low. The 
decline was concentrated in the petroleum and coal products 
subsector (-28% m/m), as refineries scaled back production 
in response to falling demand. The value of shipments was 
also hampered by declining prices for products like gasoline. 
Excluding petroleum and coal, factory sales were up 0.9% 
m/m, led by higher sales in food and machinery manufacturing 
(Chart 2). In the first three months of 2020 total manufacturing 
sales were down 4.4% compared to the same period last 
year. Weaker sales were seen by most industries, with the 
notable exceptions of food (+9.8% YTD), wood (5.1% YTD) and 
non-metallic mineral (+6.2% YTD) products.

Building Permits
Widespread declines 

Construction intentions pulled back after posting solid gains 
in recent months. The value of building permits issued by 
Alberta municipalities fell 14% m/m to $920 million in March, 
with broad-based declines across structure types and by 
region. Residential intentions declined 13% m/m as single 
dwelling permits eased for the second consecutive month 
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CHART 2: SHIPMENTS PLUNGE WITH LOWER PETROLEUM 
AND COAL PRODUCTS
Seasonally adjusted manufacturing shipments in Alberta

CHART 1: ACTIVITY IN ALBERTA RESALE HOUSING 
MARKET SEIZES UPREACHES A HIGH
Seasonally adjusted unit sales and new listings in Alberta

Shipments plunge with lower petroleum and coal products
Seasonally adjusted manufacturing shipments in Alberta

Source: Statistics Canada
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Activity in Alberta resale housing market seizes up
Seasonally adjusted unit sales and new listings in Alberta
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was up 1.1% year-to-date. After a solid start to 2020, the AAX 
is expected to recede in the coming months reflecting the 
impact of COVID-19. 

New Vehicle Sales
Improving sales

After a weak 2019, vehicle sales were turning a corner before 
COVID-19. A total of 15,509 new vehicles were purchased in 
February, 1,164 or 8.1% more than a year ago (Chart 5). This 
was only the fourth month of year-over-year growth in the last 
two years and the second consecutive month this year. The 
recent turnaround was entirely driven by truck sales, which 
surged to a new record for February. Conversely, car sales 
fell to a record low for the month. Year-to-date, total unit sales 
were up 6.5%, after posting an annual decline of 6.1% in 2019.

Consumer Insolvencies
Insolvencies remain elevated

The number of consumers in Alberta becoming insolvent 
remained elevated before COVID-19. In March, there 
were 1,477, consumers who either filed for bankruptcy or 
submitted a proposal. This was 93 more than the shorter 
month of February and 47 more than a year ago. Insolvencies 
have been on the rise since early 2018 as many Albertans 
struggling with debt continued to submit more proposals, 
while the number of bankruptcies remained subdued. With 
the growth in proposals, the number of insolvencies continues 
to exceed the September 2009 peak.

and multiple dwelling intentions partially reversed last month’s 
outsized gain. The value of nonresidential permits also fell 
sharply (-17% m/m), driven primarily by lower commercial 
permits. With this decline, nonresidential permits fell to an 
eight-year low level (Chart 3). Despite the monthly decrease, 
building permits were up 11% YTD, reflecting the surge in 
February and the weak first quarter of 2019.

Alberta Activity Index
Solid momentum before COVID‑19

The AAX regained momentum in February. It improved 0.6% 
month-over-month to nearly recover all the ground lost in 
November 2019 (Chart 4). The increase was attributed to 
solid gains in the labour market and general business activity, 
along with an uptick in the energy sector. Compared to a year 
ago, the index was up 1.9%, the strongest annual pace in 18 
months. Through the first two months on the year, the AAX 
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CHART 5: GROWTH IN NEW VEHICLE SALES BEFORE 
COVID‑19
Year-over-year change in new vehicle sales by type

CHART 4: THE ALBERTA ACTIVITY INDEX GAINS GROUND 
PRIOR TO PANDEMIC
The Alberta Activity Index

CHART 3: BUILDING PERMITS PULLBACK
Seasonally adjusted value of building permits in Alberta

Growth in new vehicle sales before COVID-19
Year-over-year change in new vehicle sales by type

Source: Statistics Canada
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The Alberta Activity Index gains ground prior to pandemic
The Alberta Activity Index
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Building permits pullback
Seasonally adjusted value of building permits in Alberta
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