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Wholesale sales grew 0.9% to $66.2 billion in September and remained higher than February's pre-COVID-19 level
for the third straight month. In September, four subsectors recorded higher sales, with the food, beverage and
tobacco and the personal and household goods subsectors contributing the most.

In volume terms, wholesale sales fell 0.2%.

Chart 1
Wholesale sales increase in September
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Note(s): The higher variability associated with the trend-cycle estimates is indicated with a dotted line on the chart for the current reference month and the three
previous months. For more information, see the note to readers.
Source(s): Tables 20-10-0074-01 and 20-10-0003-01.

Food and pharmaceutical and pharmacy supplies lead the gains

Following a 2.8% decline in August, sales in the food, beverage and tobacco subsector increased 3.6% to
$12.4 billion in September, almost entirely due to a 4.2% gain in the food industry. This was the highest growth for
both the subsector and the industry since they each grew 7.7% in March at the beginning of the pandemic when
people were stockpiling in anticipation of lockdowns and food shortages.

The personal and household goods subsector increased 3.4% to $10.0 billion in September after rising in four of the
previous six months. The increase reflects a 7.2% growth in the pharmaceutical and pharmacy supplies industry.
With sales at $5.3 billion, this industry accounted for 53% of the sales in this subsector.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010000301
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010007401
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Sales grew for a fifth consecutive month in the motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories subsector,
increasing 1.1% to $11.0 billion. However, sales were about $700 million or 6.0% below pre-COVID-19 levels.
Similar movements were observed in the international merchandise trade data, which showed that the imports of
motor vehicles and parts were up 2.1% in September to a level that was 5.8% below the February level.

Third quarter sales

The nature of the wholesale sector and the substitutions Canadians made in their everyday spending over the first
six months of 2020 have allowed the sector to remain strong despite the severe economic impact of the pandemic
elsewhere. The strength in the wholesale sector does not reflect an economy-wide recovery from the pandemic. It is
more likely the fact that the wholesale sector has been the beneficiary of decisions by Canadians to spend money
differently than they have in the past (a substitution effect), and an increase in Canadians' disposable income.

For example, while restaurants and bars have been closed or operating at substantially reduced capacity, sales in
the food, beverage and tobacco wholesale subsector have remained strong throughout the pandemic. And while
the travel, live entertainment, and sporting events have all been largely shut down by COVID-19 restrictions,
wholesale sales of building materials—partly for home renovations—reached an all-time high in August. In both
cases, Canadians appeared to have made spending substitutions or used available disposable income and this has
had the effect of maintaining or raising sales in the wholesale sector.

In the third quarter of 2020, the wholesale sector grew rapidly, indicating that it has been able to recover well from
the original shock of the pandemic. Sales in the quarter grew 20.1% to $197.4 billion—the highest level on record.
Notably, sales were higher than both the first quarter of 2020—which included a rail strike in Canada and the first
few weeks of the impact of the pandemic—and the fourth quarter of 2019. This increase was also reflected in the
constant dollar measures of the wholesale sector, where sales have also grown beyond pre-pandemic levels.
Constant dollar sales in the third quarter were 1.7% higher than in the first quarter of 2020 and 1.1% higher than in
the third quarter of 2019.

Total sales for the first nine months of 2020 were $553.3 billion, which was 3.3% lower than in the same period
of 2019.

Port of Montréal strike

Notwithstanding the increase in wholesale sales in August and September, about 7% of survey respondents
indicated that the strike at the Port of Montréal had a negative impact on their business over those two months.

Even though the strike ended in August, the backlog at the port cost wholesalers approximately $600 million in
sales over the two months. The decrease in sales and inventory was most noticeable in the personal and
household goods, building material and supplies, and machinery, equipment and supplies subsectors, although
respondents from all subsectors reported various degrees of the negative impact of the strike.

As the Port is an important hub for many supply chains, the disruption left containers backlogged in the Port of
Montréal or rerouted to other domestic and international ports. This required many businesses to bear higher costs
in port storage or resort to additional air or ocean freight costs.

The significant delay in receiving products led to the interruption of business operations, the shortage of inventory,
and the delay or cancellation of orders. Moreover, it can take weeks for containers to be cleared up and delivered,
so there may be some residual short-term impact.

Higher sales in seven provinces

Sales increased in seven provinces in September, accounting for more than 90% of total wholesale sales and led
by Quebec and Ontario.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200828/dq200828a-eng.htm
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Sales in Quebec grew 2.8% in September to $12.8 billion, the fifth consecutive monthly increase. Higher sales were
recorded in six out of the seven subsectors, led by the food, beverage and tobacco subsector (+8.2% to $3.1 billion)
and the machinery, equipment and supplies subsector (+3.6% to $1.9 billion). Gains in the food, beverage and
tobacco subsector were mainly attributable to the higher sales in the food product industry. In September, sales of
food, beverage and tobacco were 0.8% lower than their highest level, seen in March 2020. The machinery,
equipment and supplies subsector saw an increase in three out of their four industries, led by growth in the
construction, forestry, mining, and industrial machinery, equipment and supplies industry. The machinery, equipment
and supplies subsector was 2.9% lower than its record high in September 2019. Quebec also saw strong growth in
the pharmaceuticals and pharmacy supplies industry, but the gains were partially offset by declines in the home
furnishings industry, which dampened the growth in the personal and household goods subsector.

Ontario wholesale sales rose 0.9% to an all-time high of $34.3 billion in September. Higher sales were recorded in
three of the seven subsectors, led by the personal and household goods subsector (+4.9% to $5.9 billion) and the
food, beverage and tobacco subsector (+4.3% to $5.3 billion). Higher sales in the pharmaceuticals and pharmacy
supplies industry contributed to the growth in the personal and household goods subsector and, similar to Quebec,
these gains were offset by losses in the home furnishings industry. The strong growth in the personal and
household goods and the food, beverage and tobacco subsectors was in turn partially offset by a decrease in sales
in the machinery, equipment and supplies subsector (-2.6% to $7.1 billion).

Inventories rise

Wholesale inventories increased by 0.7% to $90.7 billion in September. It was the second straight positive month
after three consecutive months of declining inventories. The gain is consistent with the 0.7% increase reported by
the Monthly Survey of Manufacturing.

Chart 2
Inventories rise
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Source(s): Table 20-10-0076-01.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010007601
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Inventories increased 1.9% in the machinery, equipment and supplies subsector to $26.9 billion. These gains were
in large part due to higher inventories in the construction, forestry, mining, and industrial machinery, equipment and
supplies industry and the other machinery, equipment and supplies industry.

Inventories in the food, beverage and tobacco subsector rose 4.2% to $9.8 billion. The increase in September was
the subsector's largest monthly growth since May 2019. Increases in the food industry led to most of the gains as
this subsector was up 4.7% to $8.7 billion in September.

The inventory-to-sales ratio was unchanged at 1.37 from August to September. This has been the lowest level since
August 2018. The inventory-to-sales ratio is a measure of the time (in months) required to exhaust inventories if
sales were to remain at their current level.

Table 1
Wholesale merchants' sales by industry – Seasonally adjusted
  September

2019
August

2020r
September

2020p
August to

September 2020
September 2019

to September
2020

    millions of dollars   % change

Total, wholesale sales (current dollars) 64,305 65,622 66,229 0.9 3.0
Total, wholesale sales (2012 chained dollars) 58,605 59,350 59,212 -0.2 1.0
Total wholesale sales (current dollars), excluding motor

vehicle and parts 53,401 54,744 55,231 0.9 3.4
 

Farm product 847 911 920 1.0 8.6
 

Food, beverage and tobacco 11,786 11,936 12,368 3.6 4.9
Food 10,486 10,400 10,833 4.2 3.3
Beverage 675 809 787 -2.7 16.6
Cigarette and tobacco product 560 616 622 0.9 11.1
Cannabis 66 111 127 14.0 93.0

 
Personal and household goods 9,589 9,690 10,021 3.4 4.5

Textile, clothing and footwear 1,321 1,083 1,170 8.1 -11.5
Home entertainment equipment and household appliance 834 893 865 -3.1 3.8
Home furnishings 627 750 650 -13.3 3.7
Personal goods 872 957 1,013 5.9 16.2
Pharmaceuticals and pharmacy supplies 4,963 4,928 5,284 7.2 6.5
Toiletries, cosmetics and sundries 972 1,080 1,038 -3.8 6.8

 
Motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories 10,904 10,878 10,998 1.1 0.9

Motor vehicle 8,617 8,596 8,724 1.5 1.2
New motor vehicle parts and accessories 2,231 2,214 2,197 -0.8 -1.5
Used motor vehicle parts and accessories 56 68 78 14.0 39.8

 
Building material and supplies 9,078 9,835 9,738 -1.0 7.3

Electrical, plumbing, heating and air-conditioning
equipment and supplies 2,970 2,897 2,894 -0.1 -2.6

Metal service centres 1,612 1,391 1,392 0.0 -13.7
Lumber, millwork, hardware and other building supplies 4,495 5,547 5,453 -1.7 21.3

 
Machinery, equipment and supplies 13,729 13,641 13,471 -1.2 -1.9

Farm, lawn and garden machinery and equipment 1,639 1,747 1,752 0.3 6.9
Construction, forestry, mining, and industrial machinery,

equipment and supplies 4,603 3,883 3,964 2.1 -13.9
Computer and communications equipment and supplies 4,258 4,679 4,338 -7.3 1.9
Other machinery, equipment and supplies 3,230 3,331 3,418 2.6 5.8

 
Miscellaneous 8,371 8,731 8,713 -0.2 4.1

Recyclable material 887 822 890 8.2 0.3
Paper, paper product and disposable plastic product 1,129 1,033 993 -3.9 -12.0
Agricultural supplies 2,374 2,564 2,631 2.6 10.8
Chemical (except agricultural) and allied product 1,519 1,501 1,525 1.6 0.4
Other miscellaneous 2,463 2,811 2,673 -4.9 8.6

r revised
p preliminary
Note(s): Figures may not add up to totals as a result of rounding.
Source(s): Tables 20-10-0074-01 and 20-10-0003-01.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010000301
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010007401
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Table 2
Wholesale merchants' sales by province and territory – Seasonally adjusted
  September

2019
August

2020r
September

2020p
August to

September 2020
September 2019

to September
2020

    millions of dollars   % change

Canada 64,305 65,622 66,229 0.9 3.0
Newfoundland and Labrador 351 334 339 1.3 -3.6
Prince Edward Island 90 91 92 1.8 2.3
Nova Scotia 929 964 910 -5.6 -2.0
New Brunswick 595 620 606 -2.2 1.8
Quebec 12,045 12,472 12,823 2.8 6.5
Ontario 33,120 33,976 34,273 0.9 3.5
Manitoba 1,499 1,614 1,637 1.4 9.2
Saskatchewan 2,240 2,254 2,171 -3.7 -3.1
Alberta 6,825 6,490 6,492 0.0 -4.9
British Columbia 6,533 6,760 6,842 1.2 4.7
Yukon 14 14 14 -1.1 -1.2
Northwest Territories 50 21 23 6.9 -55.0
Nunavut 14 12 8 -29.7 -38.9

r revised
p preliminary
Note(s): Figures may not add up to totals as a result of rounding.
Source(s): Table 20-10-0074-01.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010007401
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Table 3
Wholesale merchants' inventories by industry – Seasonally adjusted
  September

2019
August

2020r
September

2020p
August to

September 2020
September 2019

to September
2020

    millions of dollars   % change

Total, wholesale inventories 91,905 90,101 90,745 0.7 -1.3
 

Farm product 168 218 231 5.6 37.0
 

Food, beverage and tobacco 8,899 9,369 9,763 4.2 9.7
Food 7,902 8,272 8,658 4.7 9.6
Beverage 571 545 556 1.9 -2.6
Cigarette and tobacco product 246 376 369 -1.9 49.8
Cannabis 180 176 180 2.5 0.3

 
Personal and household goods 15,522 15,973 16,134 1.0 3.9

Textile, clothing and footwear 3,050 3,390 3,645 7.5 19.5
Home entertainment equipment and household appliance 1,241 733 695 -5.1 -44.0
Home furnishings 1,651 1,450 1,247 -14.0 -24.5
Personal goods 2,082 1,956 2,053 5.0 -1.4
Pharmaceuticals and pharmacy supplies 6,355 7,362 7,415 0.7 16.7
Toiletries, cosmetics and sundries 1,144 1,081 1,079 -0.3 -5.7

 
Motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories 12,577 12,090 11,726 -3.0 -6.8

Motor vehicle 7,439 7,375 7,128 -3.3 -4.2
New motor vehicle parts and accessories 5,033 4,613 4,516 -2.1 -10.3
Used motor vehicle parts and accessories F F F F F

 
Building material and supplies 15,654 14,068 13,942 -0.9 -10.9

Electrical, plumbing, heating and air-conditioning
equipment and supplies 4,303 4,021 3,981 -1.0 -7.5

Metal service centres 4,408 3,633 3,546 -2.4 -19.5
Lumber, millwork, hardware and other building supplies 6,944 6,414 6,414 0.0 -7.6

 
Machinery, equipment and supplies 27,405 26,440 26,932 1.9 -1.7

Farm, lawn and garden machinery and equipment 7,002 5,491 5,402 -1.6 -22.8
Construction, forestry, mining, and industrial machinery,

equipment and supplies 12,996 12,554 12,719 1.3 -2.1
Computer and communications equipment and supplies 2,622 2,779 2,839 2.1 8.3
Other machinery, equipment and supplies 4,785 5,616 5,973 6.4 24.8

 
Miscellaneous 11,679 11,943 12,017 0.6 2.9

Recyclable material 872 951E 929E -2.3 6.5
Paper, paper product and disposable plastic product 907 1,057 964 -8.7 6.3
Agricultural supplies 4,927 4,998 5,134 2.7 4.2
Chemical (except agricultural) and allied product 1,493 1,520 1,496 -1.6 0.2
Other miscellaneous 3,479 3,418 3,494 2.2 0.4

r revised
p preliminary
E use with caution
F too unreliable to be published
Note(s): Figures may not add up to totals as a result of rounding.
Source(s): Table 20-10-0076-01.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010007601
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Note to readers

All data in this release are seasonally adjusted and expressed in current dollars, unless otherwise noted.

Seasonally adjusted data are data that have been modified to eliminate the effect of seasonal and calendar influences to allow for more
meaningful comparisons of economic conditions from period to period. For more information on seasonal adjustment, see Seasonally
adjusted data – Frequently asked questions.

Trend-cycle estimates are included in selected charts as a complement to the seasonally adjusted series. These data represent a
smoothed version of the Seasonally adjusted time series and provide information on longer-term movements including changes in
direction underlying the series. For information on trend-cycle data, see Trend-cycle estimates – Frequently asked questions.

Both seasonally adjusted data and trend-cycle estimates are subject to revision as additional observations become available. These
revisions could be large and could even lead to a reversal of movement, especially for reference months near the end of the series or
during periods of economic disruptions.

Total wholesale sales expressed in volume are calculated by deflating current dollar values using relevant price indexes. The wholesale
sales series in chained (2012) dollars is a chained Fisher volume index, with 2012 as the reference year. For more information, see
Deflation of wholesale sales.

The Monthly Wholesale Trade Survey covers all industries within the wholesale trade sector, as defined by the North American Industry
Classification System (NAICS), with the exception of oilseed and grain merchant wholesalers (NAICS 41112), petroleum and petroleum
products merchant wholesalers (NAICS 412) and business-to-business electronic markets, and agents and brokers (NAICS 419).

Real-time data tables

Real-time data tables 20-10-0019-01, 20-10-0020-01 and 20-10-0005-01 will be updated soon.

Next release

Wholesale trade data for October will be released on December 16.

Available tables: 20-10-0003-01, 20-10-0074-01 and 20-10-0076-01.

Definitions, data sources and methods: survey number 2401.

The product "Monthly Wholesale Trade Survey: Interactive Tool" (71-607-X) is now available online. This
product is based on the data published in the tables of the Monthly Wholesale Trade
Survey: 20-10-0074-01, 20-10-0076-01 and 20-10-0003-01.

For more information, contact us (toll-free 1-800-263-1136; 514-283-8300;
STATCAN.infostats-infostats.STATCAN@canada.ca). For analytical information, or to enquire about the
concepts, methods or data quality of this release, contact Jeff Paul (613-854-2518; jeff.paul@canada.ca),
Mining, Manufacturing and Wholesale Trade Division.

https://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/dai/btd/sad-faq
https://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/dai/btd/sad-faq
https://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/dai/btd/tce-faq
https://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/statistical-programs/document/2401_D14_V2
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010007601
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010007401
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010000301
http://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getSurvey&SDDS=2401
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/en/catalogue/71-607-X
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/en/catalogue/71-607-X2019030
mailto:STATCAN.infostats-infostats.STATCAN@canada.ca
mailto:jeff.paul@canada.ca

