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Weekly Economic Review
Construction moves lower

Economic data continues to shed light on the impact 
of COVID-19 on the Alberta economy. The most recent 
indicators for May were mixed, with housing starts continuing 
to slip lower while business formations improved. Data 
released for April reveals the magnitude of the shutdowns, 
with vehicle sales and consumer proposals plunging. The 
lagging indicators from March and the first quarter provide a 
clear picture of the initial impact.

Housing Starts 
Starts continue to ease

After spiking in March, housing starts continue to slide lower. 
They fell 18% month-over-month (m/m) in May to a seasonally 
adjusted annual rate (SAAR) of 20,385 units. Starts across 
most housing segments continued to decline (Chart 1), with 
semi-detached starts sinking to the lowest level since May 
2009. At the same time, single starts have retreated sharply 
after a resurgence in March. With the steep pullback over 
the last two months, overall starts are similar to the low 
levels seen in late 2018 and early 2019. Much of the recent 
spike and decline over the last two months occurred in 
Edmonton, where starts have fallen by more than 50% after 
nearly reaching a four-year high in March. Conversely, starts 
in Calgary and elsewhere in the province rebounded in the 
month after a decline in April. Despite the recent weakness, 
year-to-date (YTD) housing starts are up 4.0%, almost entirely 
due to the strong activity in March.

Business Formations
Incorporations rise with reopening

Incorporations in the province rebounded in May following 
sharp back-to-back monthly declines. On a seasonally adjusted 
basis, business formations increased 18% m/m to 2,718 in May, 
reflecting the partial lifting of COVID-19 restrictions mid-month. 
Despite the monthly bounce back, incorporations remained 
23% below February’s level and were down 12% YTD.

Consumer Insolvencies
Limited applications during COVID-19 pandemic

The number of consumers filing a proposal or bankruptcy 
plunged with COVID-19 restrictions and government support 
programs. In April, 990 Alberta consumers filed for either 
a bankruptcy or submitted a proposal. This was 487 or 
33% less than March, the biggest monthly decline since 
October 2009. All provinces saw similar decreases in filings as 
personal finances benefited from the deferral of non-essential 
spending, support program payments and payment relief from 
financial institutions. With the monthly decline, the number of 
applications in Alberta were lower than a year ago, the first 
year-over-year (y/y) decline in 26 months (Chart  2).

Sources: Statistics Canada, Office of the Superintendent of Bankruptcy

Source: Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation

CHART 2: BOTH VEHICLE SALES AND INSOLVENCIES FALL
Year-over-year change in 3-month moving average

CHART 1: ALL TYPES OF STARTS TRENDING LOWER
Housing starts in 10,000+ centres by type, seasonally adjusted 
annual rate (SAAR) 

Both vehicle sales and insolvnecies fall year-over-year
Year-over-year change in 3-month moving average

Sources: Statistics Canada, Office of the Superintendent of Bankruptcy Canada
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All types of starts trending lower
Housing starts in 10,000+ centres by type, seasonally adjusted annual rate 
(SAAR) 
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Non-Residential Construction
Construction slowdown continues

Non-residential construction activity in Alberta continues 
to slow. Investment in non-residential building construction 
eased 1.7% m/m in March to $667 million. The decline was 
widespread across structures and regions of the province, 
although it was most pronounced in Edmonton (-3.8% m/m). 
Despite the decline, it appears that COVID-19 had a smaller 
impact on Alberta compared to other provinces. Nationally, 
investment fell 4.3% m/m, with nearly three-quarters of 
the decline concentrated in Quebec (-14% m/m), where 
all non-essential building construction was halted on 
March 25. However, non-residential investment in Alberta 
has been slowing over the past year (Chart 4), largely driven 
by a slowdown in the commercial and institutional and 
governmental sectors. In the first three months of 2020, 
non-residential construction spending in Alberta is down 
13% compared to the same period last year.

Capital Expenditures
Canadian oil & gas CAPEX declines

Capital expenditures (CAPEX) in the oil and gas extraction 
industry (which includes spending on exploration and 
evaluation) decreased 1.3% quarter-over-quarter to $8.1 
billion in the first quarter of 2020. On a year-over-year basis, 
national CAPEX declined 6.4%, the ninth straight quarter with 
a year-over-year decline.

New Vehicle Sales
Sales plunge

After gaining some ground early in 2020, new vehicle sales 
plunged amidst the COVID-19 restrictions. While vehicle sales 
usually increase in the spring, the number of new vehicles sold 
in Alberta fell 26% in March and a further 28% in April. With the 
back-to-back declines, April unit sales reached 8,201. This was 
the fewest transactions of any month since early 1994, and 
the worst April since 1972. Sales across the country declined 
63% over the two months, with Quebec (-74%) and Ontario 
(-70%) being the hardest hit.

Alberta Activity Index
COVID-19 causes a drop off in activity

Economic activity across many industries slowed dramatically 
in the back half of March, as business closures and physical 
distancing measures were brought in to stem the spread of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The Alberta Activity Index (AAX) fell 
5.7% m/m, hitting a 41-month low in March (Chart 3). This 
was the largest one-month decline on record. While nearly 
all indicators fell, the weakness was most concentrated in 
employment, new truck sales and retail sales, which were hard 
hit by public health restrictions. These monthly declines, plus 
decreases in other components, completely overshadowed 
the spike in housing starts and an increase in average weekly 
earnings. The AAX was down 5.3% y/y and 1.1% YTD. 

Source: Statistics Canada

Source: Alberta Treasury Board and Finance

CHART 4: CONSTRUCTION SLOWDOWN CONTINUES
Seasonally adjusted non-residential investment in Alberta

CHART 3: ACTIVITY FALLS TO LOWEST LEVEL SINCE 2016
The Alberta Activity Index

Non-residential investment continues to fall
Seasonally adjusted non-residential investment in Alberta

Source: Statistics Canada
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Provincial activity falls to lowest level since late 2016
The Alberta Activity Index
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