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Weekly Economic Review
Alberta Economy posts gains ahead of third wave

Alberta Activity Index
Activity up but at a slower pace 
Alberta’s economic activity continues to recover from 
pandemic lows. The Alberta Activity Index (AAX) ticked 
up 0.7% month-over-month (m/m) in February, following 
a 2.3% gain in January. The uptick was largely a result of 
solid gains in factory output and new truck sales (Chart 1), 
which continued to push general business activity higher. 
The household sector and labour market also advanced and 
managed to outweigh a decline in energy activity during the 
month. With six consecutive monthly gains, the AAX stood 
0.4% shy of its pre-pandemic February 2020 level. It remains 
down 0.5% year-to-date (YTD).

Retail Trade
Momentum in retail sales continues
Retail activity continued to grow in February on the back of 
strong motor vehicle sales. Alberta’s retail sales increased 
1.1% m/m to $7.4 billion and set a new record (Chart 2). The 
monthly growth was supported by strong seasonally-adjusted 
gains at motor vehicles dealers and gasoline stations, along 
with a pickup in sales at general merchandise stores. These 
gains were tempered by declines in food & beverage, building 
materials, furniture and electronics. Regionally, sales in 
Calgary have been lagging behind the rest of the province. 
Compared to a year ago, retail trade posted broad-based 

gains (+10% year-over-year or y/y), but clothing and gasoline 
remained weak. Nationally, sales increased 4.8% m/m, led by 
Quebec (+19% m/m) and were up 6.0% y/y.

Consumer Confidence
Sentiments pull back with the third wave
Alberta consumer confidence retreated in April, with concerns 
about sharply rising COVID-19 cases. The index of consumer 
confidence decreased 7.4 points to 57.5 (Chart 3), erasing 
the gains made in March. The decline was led by consumers’ 
growing pessimism on their future finances. Views on 
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CHART 1: GROWTH LED BY MANUFACTURING AND TRUCK 
SALES
Contributions to m/m growth in the Alberta Activity Index, Feb-21

Growth led by manufacturing and truck sales
Contributions to m/m growth in the Alberta Activity Index, Feb-21
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CHART 2: RETAIL TRADE CONTINUES TO BE STRONG  
Seasonally adjusted retail sales in Alberta

Retail trade continues to be strong
Seasonally adjusted retail sales in Alberta
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CHART 3: SENTIMENTS RETREAT 
Index of consumer confidence, 2014=100
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Sentiments retreat
Index of consumer confidence, 2014=100

Source: The Conference Board of Canada
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Business Barometer Index
Business sentiment nudges up
Small business confidence in Alberta improved slightly in 
April, reversing the previous month’s decrease. The Business 
Barometer Index (BBI) for Alberta stood at 60.1, up 0.2 points 
m/m. While Alberta’s long-term outlook rebounded after a 
brief decline, the short-term outlook grew for the third straight 
month in April. Meanwhile, Canada’s BBI fell sharply after 
reaching a nine-year high in March, driven by a big drop 
in Ontario (-10 points m/m) amid new business restrictions 
introduced in the month.

Railway Carloadings
Lower energy shipments weigh on freight loadings
Railway carloadings pulled back in February due to ongoing 
weakness in energy shipments. Western Canadian railway 
carloadings stood at 149,529 railcars, down 6.1% y/y. The 
decrease was largely driven by fuel oils and crude loadings, 
which fell for the eleventh consecutive time and were down 
57% y/y in the month. This was partially offset by higher 
agriculture products shipments, which were up significantly 
compared to a year ago (Chart 5). Despite the overall decline, 
Western Canadian volumes of non-intermodal freight loadings 
were 2.0% higher YTD, attributable mostly to strength in 
agricultural, coal and gaseous hydrocarbons loadings.

employment prospects also worsened, as Alberta returned 
back to Step One of public health measures with rising cases 
and hospitalization rates. With the monthly decline, consumer 
confidence in Alberta dropped below its pre-COVID level 
once again. The national index declined with a pullback in all 
provinces, except in the Atlantic region.

Food services and drinking places
Sales improve but remain weak
Restaurant sales grew in February with the easing of public 
health measures for in-person dining. Seasonally adjusted 
sales at food and drinking places rose 15% m/m. Gains were 
broad-based, concentrated in sales at full-service restaurants 
and drinking places, which have been hit the hardest during 
the pandemic. Compared to a year ago, sales at food and 
drinking places in Alberta declined 28%. This story was 
echoed nationally, with sales down 32% y/y. 

Average Weekly Earnings
Earnings tick up
Average weekly earnings (AWE) inched up in February for 
the fourth consecutive month (Chart 4). AWE edged up 0.3% 
m/m, reaching $1,242, with increases in both the services 
and goods sectors. Growth in the goods sector was driven 
by utilities and natural resources. It was tempered by declines 
in manufacturing and construction, with less hours worked 
likely due to extreme cold weather in the month. Earnings 
in the services sector also increased, led by information & 
culture and transportation & warehousing, as hiring in these 
sectors shifted towards salaried and full-time workers, who 
tend to be higher paid. These gains were partly offset by lower 
earnings in accommodation & food and finance & insurance, as 
lower-paying jobs returned. Compared to a year ago, Alberta 
AWE rose 5.3% in February, while nationally they grew 9.0%.

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics

CHART 5: AGRICULTURE & FOOD CUSHION DECLINES 
ELSEWHERE
Contributions to y/y growth in Western Canadian Carloadings

Contributions to y/y growth in Western Canadian Carloadings
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CHART 4: EARNINGS CONTINUE TO GROW
Average weekly earnings in Alberta

Earnings continue to grow
Average weekly earnings in Alberta

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics
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