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Weekly Economic Review
Residential construction ends year strong

Residential Construction Investment
Calgary drives investment 
Alberta investment in residential construction increased 
in December, driven by strong gains in Calgary (Chart 1). 
Residential construction spending rose 2.6% month-over-
month (m/m) to $1.3 billion in the month. Investment in single 
dwellings increased (+4.6% m/m), driven by growth in Calgary 
(+8.4% m/m). Multiple dwellings investment held steady, as 
significant gains in Calgary (+13% m/m) were outweighed 
by lower investment elsewhere in the province. With the 
monthly gain, Alberta residential construction increased 
8.7% year-over-year (y/y) in December. Overall, residential 
construction spending grew 2.2% in 2020, up from a 
13% decline in 2019. It decreased 1.8% nationally from 2019. 

Rental Vacancy Rates
Residential vacancy rates rise
Rental vacancy rates in Alberta surged in 2020 with a higher 
supply and weakened demand due to the pandemic and 
a slowdown in economic activity. The latest CMHC Rental 
Market Report showed an increase in the residential rental 
vacancy rate in Alberta urban centres with population greater 
than 10,000 to 7.2% in October 2020, up from 5.3% a 
year ago (Chart 2). Rental demand was impacted by lower 
employment, particularly among youth (aged 15-24), who 
are predominantly renters. Travel restrictions resulted in 
significantly lower migration and contributed to the weaker 

rental demand, as most new migrants tend to rent. Despite 
high vacancy rates, average rent for a two-bedroom 
apartment increased 0.8% in 2020. Vacancy rates in Alberta 
(7.2%), Newfoundland and Labrador (7.2%), Saskatchewan 
(7.1%) were the highest in the country and well above the 
national average (3.2%).

New Motor Vehicle Sales
Sales remain weak
New vehicle sales continued to decrease in December, but 
at a slower pace. The number of new vehicles sold in Alberta 
dropped 4.4% m/m to 13,636 units, as declines in sales of 
trucks outweighed gains in passenger cars. On an annual 
basis, sales in Alberta declined 19% in 2020 from 2019, the 
largest annual decline since 2009.

Consumer Insolvencies
Insolvencies hold steady
Alberta consumer insolvencies were largely unchanged 
in December following a decline in the previous month. 
The number of Alberta consumers that filed for either a 
bankruptcy or submitted a proposal held fairly steady 
at 1,083, as an increase in the number of bankruptcies 
(+4.2% m/m) was offset by proposals, which dropped 
(-1.7% m/m) after rising for four consecutive months. Overall, 
insolvencies in Alberta declined 22% in 2020 from 2019, while 
they were down 30% nationally.

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics; data are seasonally adjusted

CHART 1: MONTHLY GAINS DRIVEN BY CALGARY
M/M change in residential investment by region and type, Dec-2020

Monthly gains driven by Calgary
M/M change in residential investment by region and type, December 2020

Source: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics
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CHART 2: RENTAL VACANCY RATES INCREASE  
Alberta private apartment rental vacancy rates (10,000+ urban 
centres)

Rental vacancy rates increase
Alberta private apartment rental vacancy rates

Source: Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, Haver Analytics
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Wholesale Trade
Activity eases at year-end
Wholesale activity slowed in December after two consecutive 
monthly gains. Alberta’s wholesale trade sales eased 
0.8% m/m to reach $6.6 billion. The decline was led by a 
pullback in machinery, equipment & supplies, which retreated 
after reaching a seven-month high in November. Activity across 
the food, beverage & tobacco sub-sector also slowed as 
new restrictions on in-person dining and outdoor gatherings 
weighed on food sales in December. Despite the monthly 
dip, aggregate wholesale activity remained slightly above the 
pre-pandemic level. In 2020, Alberta’s wholesale trade sales 
were down 3.9% compared to 2019, mostly attributable to 
significantly lower machinery & equipment sales stemming 
from weaker oil and gas activity in the year (Chart 4).

Business Formations
Incorporations begin 2021 on a good note
Alberta incorporations started the year on solid footing. 
Business formations increased 1.6% m/m to average 3,936 
in the three months ending in January, following a 0.6% gain 
in December. After falling 23% between February and May, 
business formations in Alberta have fully recovered all losses 
suffered during the peak of the pandemic and are currently 
sitting at a six-year high.

Business Insolvencies
Insolvencies down sharply
Business insolvencies went down significantly in Alberta at the 
end of 2020. A total of 7 Alberta businesses filed for either a 
bankruptcy or submitted a proposal in December. This was 
11 less than in November and the lowest monthly number in 
over three years. The decline was entirely a result of fewer 
bankruptcies as the number of proposals held steady. Overall, 
both bankruptcies and proposals filed by Alberta businesses 
in 2020 remained significantly lower than 2019 levels. The story 
echoed nationally.

Non-Residential Construction Investment
Record spending drop in 2020
Non-residential spending in Alberta finished the year on a 
sour note. Investment in non-residential building construction 
fell 1.4% m/m to $542 million in December, following a similar 
decline in November. Commercial building construction, 
went down 2.8% m/m, and has consistently declined since 
July 2019. Industrial spending, too, remained at its lowest 
level on record, largely driven by lower spending on new 
construction projects through 2020. Meanwhile, institutional 
and governmental investment continued to provide a buffer 
with higher spending on government buildings in December. 
In aggregate, non-residential building construction in Alberta 
experienced its largest drop (-16%) on record in 2020 with 
broad-based y/y declines (Chart 3).

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics

CHART 4: M&E CONTINUES TO BE A DRAG ON OVERALL 
RECOVERY
Contributions to year-over-year growth in Alberta wholesale trade

M&E continues to be a drag on overall recovery
Contributions to year-over-year growth in Alberta wholesale trade

Source: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics
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CHART 3: WEAKNESS PERVASIVE ACROSS ALL TYPES OF 
CONSTRUCTION ACTIVITY
Y/Y growth in Alberta non-residential investment, by type

Weakness pervasive across all types of activity
Y/Y growth in Alberta non-residential investment, by type

Source: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics
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