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Weekly Economic Review
Consumer sentiment turns positive

Consumer Confidence
Sentiments bounce back
Alberta consumer confidence soared in January with 
higher oil prices and declining COVID cases. The index 
of consumer confidence surged 15.3 points to 64.6, in a 
survey of respondents from December 31 to January 10, 
just prior to the Keystone XL permit revocation. The gain 
was broad-based and led by growth in positive sentiments 
towards making major purchases. This was supported by 
an improvement in employment prospects. With the monthly 
gain, consumer confidence index in Alberta returned to its 
pre-COVID level (Chart 1). The national index also improved, 
but remained 25% below its pre-pandemic level as tightening 
restrictions are expected to remain in place longer, especially 
in Ontario and Quebec. 

Alberta Activity Index
Activity up at a slower pace
Economic activity in Alberta continues to grow at a modest 
pace. The Alberta Activity Index (AAX) inched up 0.5% m/m in 
November, following a 0.7% gain in October, as a slowdown 
in the household sector was outweighed by a widespread 
gain across other broad sectors of the economy (Chart 2). 
A significant increase in synthetic crude oil production along 
with improving drilling activity bolstered the energy sector. 
Labour market activity inched up as higher earnings offset 
a decline in employment. The general business sector also 

advanced after slowing in October, as strong wholesale and 
manufacturing activity offset weakness in new truck sales. 
With the third consecutive monthly gain, the AAX stood 
almost 10% above its May low, but remained over 4% lower 
than the pre-COVID level and down 6.6% year-to-date (YTD).

Average Weekly Earning
Earnings rise with growth in goods
Average weekly earnings (AWE) increased in November 
after three consecutive monthly declines. AWE rose 0.9% 
m/m, reaching $1,197, with a strong gain in the goods 
sectors (+3.2% m/m). Earnings grew in four out of five 
goods industries, led by mining, oil & gas extraction, and 
manufacturing. Earnings remained largely unchanged in 
the service sectors, as growth in information & culture and 
wholesale trade was offset by lower earnings in management 
of companies and retail trade. With the monthly gain, earnings 
increased 2.2% year-over-year (y/y) and were up 3.4% YTD.

New Motor Vehicle Sales
Sales continue to decline
New vehicles sales remain sluggish in the province, due in 
part to seasonality and a prolonged weakness during the 
pandemic. The number of new vehicles sold in Alberta plunged 
20% m/m to 14,266 units, with declines in sales of both trucks 
(-20% m/m) and passenger cars (-23% m/m). With the monthly 
drop, sales were down 7.6% y/y and 20% YTD. The same 
story was echoed nationally. New vehicle sales in Canada were 
down 22% YTD, with declines in all provinces.

Sources: Conference Board of Canada

CHART 1: CONFIDENCE IN ALBERTA RECOVERED TO PRE-
COVID LEVEL
Index of consumer confidence, 2014=100

Confidence in Alberta recovered to the pre-COVID level
Index of consumer confidence, 2014=100

Source: Conference Board of Canada
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CHART 2: AWE AND OIL PRODUCTION LEAD INCREASES  
Contributions to m/m change in the Alberta Activity Index, Nov-2020

AWE and oil production lead increases
Contributions to m/m change in the Alberta Activity Index, Nov-20

Source: Alberta Treasury Board and Finance
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railcars in November, up 8.5% y/y. This was led by higher 
agriculture and food shipments, which have risen consistently 
on a year-over-year basis since February 2020, and followed 
by wood product (Chart 4). These gains were, however, 
tempered by weaker energy rail freight loadings as lower fuel 
oils and crude shipments overshadowed an increase in coal 
shipments. With the overall surge, Western Canadian volumes 
of non-intermodal freight loadings stood 16% above the 
February level, but down 2.8% YTD.

Canadian GDP by Industry
Energy sector propels national growth
The national economy picked up speed in November, despite 
the introduction of additional public health restrictions across 
the country. Canadian real gross domestic product (GDP) 
by industry increased 0.7% m/m in November, with gains 
in both goods (+1.2% m/m) and services-producing (+0.5% 
m/m) industries. Growth in the goods sectors was led by 
mining, quarrying, oil & gas extraction, on the back of higher 
synthetic crude oil production in Alberta as several facilities 
restarted production. Losses in arts & entertainment, public 
administration, real estate and management of companies 
were more than offset by gains in finance & insurance and 
the other services industries. Despite continuous recovery 
from a decade-low level in April, economic activity remained 
3.5% below the February level. In five industries however—
agriculture, finance & insurance, real estate, wholesale 
and retail trade—production levels achieved were above 
pre-pandemic levels.

Building Permits
Broad-based pullback in permits
Constructions intentions in Alberta retreated in December 
on lingering weakness in non-residential permits and a drop 
in residential permits after five months of gains (Chart 3). 
The value of building permits fell 13% m/m to $895 million. 
Residential permits pulled back 8.7% m/m, as a decline 
in multiple-dwelling intentions outweighed gains in single 
dwellings. Meanwhile, non-residential permits plunged (-21% 
m/m), as substantial declines in institutional & governmental 
and industrial intentions more than offset gains in commercial 
permits. Overall, construction intensions declined by 8.0% in 
2020 compared to 2019, due mainly to prolonged weakness 
in commercial and industrial permits, while building permits at 
the national level dropped 2.3% y/y.

Food Services and Drinking Places
Receipts remain weak
Restaurant sales declined in November for the second 
consecutive month, with additional health measures 
introduced in the province during the month. Seasonally 
adjusted sales at food and drinking places fell 6.3% m/m. 
The decline was broad-based and led by sales at full-service 
restaurants. With the monthly decline, sales at food and 
drinking places were down 27% y/y and 24% YTD. Nationally, 
restaurant sales decreased 3.7% m/m and were down 31% 
y/y and 27% YTD.

Railway Carloadings
Agriculture and food boost railcar loadings
Railway carloadings continued to improve at the end of 2020. 
Western Canadian railway carloadings stood at 183,901 

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics

CHART 4: BROAD-BASED GAINS OFFSET ENERGY 
WEAKNESS
Contribution to y/y growth in western Canadian carloadings

Contributions to y/y growth in Western Canadian Carloadings

Source: Statistics Canada
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CHART 3: RESIDENTIAL AND NON-RESIDENTIAL PERMITS 
DIVERGING
Alberta building permits, by type (seasonally adjusted)Alberta building permits, by type (seasonally adjusted)

Source: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics
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