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The sale of wholesale products rose 1.0% in October to $66.7 billion, the sixth consecutive increase for the sector.
Gains in the machinery, equipment and supplies; motor vehicles and motor vehicle parts and accessories; and
building material and supplies subsectors all contributed to the growth, which was partially offset by declines in the
food, beverage and tobacco, and personal and household goods subsectors.

Sales volumes grew 1.0% in October.

Chart 1
Wholesale sales increase in October
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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.

Sales higher than pre-COVID-19 levels before pandemic's second wave

There is evidence to suggest that the wholesale sector was able to stabilize itself to a large degree before the
Canadian economy entered the second wave of the pandemic at the beginning of November. By many measures,
the wholesale sector was better off in October than it was in February, before the onset of COVID-19 restrictions.

October sales were 3.3% higher than pre-pandemic levels, and for the second consecutive month all subsectors
except for motor vehicles and motor vehicle parts and accessories recorded sales that were higher than those in
February 2020.

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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The building material and supplies subsector has surpassed pre-pandemic sales levels more than any other
subsector, with October sales 9.9% higher than February 2020. The machinery, equipment and supplies, and the
miscellaneous subsectors both posted sales in October that were more than 5% higher than pre-pandemic levels.
Although sales of motor vehicles and motor vehicle parts and accessories were still lower than February 2020, the
subsector has had six consecutive months of gains, with October's 3.1% increase being the largest since July.
Sales of motor vehicles and motor vehicle parts and accessories have risen from $3.0 billion in April to $11.3 billion
in October, and were 3.2% below February's level.

On a year-over-year basis, sales in October were up 5.2%, and all subsectors posted higher sales in
October 2020 compared to the same month in the previous year.

As noted in the September release on wholesale trade, the increases in the wholesale sector may largely stem from
a substitution effect as spending on services remains far below pre-pandemic levels. For example, data from
September 2020 (the most recently available) indicates that tourism spending has not begun its recovery as the
number of Canadian travellers returning from abroad was more than 90% below pre-pandemic levels.

Moreover, the data from October may represent a short term peak in the sector, as shutdowns occurred in many
parts of Canada in November and December to combat the pandemic. It is not likely that we will see how the
second wave of COVID-19 has impacted the economy until the release of data for December 2020 or
January 2021 at the earliest.

Three subsectors make large gains

The machinery, equipment and supplies, motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories, and building
material and supplies subsectors all posted large gains, which led to the overall growth of the wholesale sector in
October.

After declining in the two previous months, sales of machinery, equipment and supplies rose 3.6% to $13.8 billion in
October on the strength of the computer and communications equipment industry which grew 11.2% for the month.
The machinery, equipment and supplies subsector has been unlike most of the other wholesale subsectors since
the pandemic. It quickly regained sales lost during COVID-19's first wave, rebounding to February levels by July.
Sharp declines in August and September have been partially offset by October's growth. The lack of clear direction
in the subsector is not surprising given its diversity. The subsector comprises sales of everything from cell phones
and personal computers, to farm equipment, to industrial and oil and gas machinery. The varied impacts of
COVID-19 on the industries served by the subsector led to its overall instability.

Sales of motor vehicles and motor vehicle parts and accessories continued to strengthen, up 3.1% to $11.3 billion,
the largest increase since July. Six months after the pandemic generated a 74.0% drop in sales from February to
April, sales in the subsector reached 96.8% of pre-COVID-19 levels in October. The recovery of the motor vehicle
and motor vehicle parts and accessories subsector from the pandemic has been noticeably different than the
recovery from the 2008/2009 recession. From September 2008 to January 2009, sales in the subsector fell 31.9%.
It then took 10 months for the subsector's sales to return to 96.8% of pre-recession levels. So while it is true that the
motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories subsector has been the slowest to recover, it is still
recovering much more quickly than after the 2008/2009 recession.

Sales of building material and supplies rose for the fifth time in the past six months, up 2.1% to $10.0 billion. Sales
in all industries rose in October, with the largest gain coming in the lumber and other building supplies industry.

Partially offsetting the gains in October were lower sales of food, beverage and tobacco, and personal and
household goods. Sales in the food, beverage and tobacco subsector fell for the third time in the past four months,
down 1.8% to $12.2 billion. Almost all of the decline came from lower food sales. Personal and household goods
sales declined 1.5% in October, reflecting a 6.2% drop in sales of pharmaceuticals and pharmacy supplies.
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Higher sales in seven provinces

Sales increased in seven provinces in October, with Ontario and Saskatchewan leading the gains and Quebec
posting the largest decline.

Sales in Ontario rose 1.7% to $34.7 billion, posting its second straight month of growth. Higher sales were recorded
in five of the seven subsectors, led by increases in the motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories
subsector (+5.5% to $7.8 billion), and the machinery, equipment and supplies subsector (+3.8% to $7.2 billion). The
increase in sales of machinery, equipment and supplies comes after two months of declines in the subsector, and
reflects growth in the computer and communications equipment and supplies industry.

Wholesale sales in Saskatchewan rose 6.7% to $2.4 billion in October following two consecutive declines. Higher
sales were recorded in four of the seven subsectors. The miscellaneous subsector led the increase, up 12.3% to
$1.1 billion for October. It was the highest level recorded for the subsector since February 2019.

According to data for Quebec, sales dropped by 2.0% to $12.5 billion after recording five consecutive months of
growth. Lower sales were recorded in five of the seven subsectors, led by a decrease (-7.5% to $2.9 billion) in the
food, beverage and tobacco subsector. The decrease in October brought the food, beverage and tobacco subsector
to its lowest level since October 2019. Growth in the machinery, equipment and supplies subsector helped to
dampen the decline in sales for Quebec, as it was up 8.3% to $2.1 billion with all four industries within the subsector
posting gains in October.

Inventory declines in October

After two consecutive months of increasing inventories, wholesale inventories decreased by 0.6% to $90.1 billion
for October.

Inventories in the motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories subsector decreased by 2.7% to
$11.3 billion. It was the fourth consecutive month of declining inventories in the subsector and the lowest level
reached since August 2016. The motor vehicle industry was responsible for the majority of the decrease in
inventory in this subsector, as it recorded a drop of 4.2% to $6.7 billion.

Inventories decreased by 1.9% in the miscellaneous subsector to $11.6 billion. These decreases were
predominantly associated with declines in the chemical products industry (-8.7% to $1.4 billion) and agricultural
supplies industry (-2.0% to $4.8 billion). This was the fourth straight decline in inventories for the subsector after it
reached an all-time high in June 2020.

The inventory-to-sales ratio decreased to 1.35 for October after three straight months of the ratio holding steady
at 1.37. The ratio has not reached this level since June 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.

Early estimates from the 2019 Annual Wholesale Trade Survey

Due to the COVID-19 situation, data from the Annual Wholesale Trade Survey will be published in
March 2021 rather than December 2020 as initially planned. Since preliminary estimates are already available and
being currently processed and analyzed prior to their release, this article includes an early indication of some key
figures. Final numbers will be released on March 30, 2021.

The operating revenue of Canadian wholesalers increased 2.3% in 2019, reaching an all-time high of $1.1 trillion.

Wholesalers of petroleum products accounted for the largest proportion of operating revenue in the wholesale trade
sector, with 24.6% of total operating revenue, despite being down 1.4% to $281.3 billion. During that time, the Raw
Materials Price Index for conventional crude oil fell by 4.5%. This was partially offset by a 1.6% increase in the
production of crude oil. Excluding petroleum, the wholesale trade sector saw revenues increase by 3.6% on the
year.
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Farm product wholesalers reported total operating revenue of $44.7 billion in 2019, up 4.4% from 2018. Oilseed and
grain wholesalers accounted for approximately 80% of the growth in this subsector, with an increase in operating
revenue of 4.7% to $33.7 billion. Most of the rest of the growth in this subsector was attributable to other farm
product wholesalers, which added $308.1 million to operating revenue in 2019—a 7.5% increase over 2018 to
reach $4.4 billion. The second largest industry within this subsector was live animal wholesalers, which saw a slight
increase in operating revenue (+0.3%) in 2019 to reach $5.4 billion. The smallest industry within this subsector,
nursery stock and plant wholesalers, reported a 4.2% increase in operating revenue in 2019 to reach $1.2 billion.

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

2019
September

2020r
October

2020p
September to
October 2020

October 2019 to
October 2020

    millions of dollars   % change

Total, wholesale sales (current dollars) 63,429 66,070 66,717 1.0 5.2
Total, wholesale sales (2012 chained dollars) 57,913 60,048 60,644 1.0 4.7
Total wholesale sales (current dollars), excluding motor

vehicle and parts 52,507 55,081 55,387 0.6 5.5
 

Farm product 843 930 947 1.9 12.4
 

Food, beverage and tobacco 11,784 12,435 12,210 -1.8 3.6
Food 10,528 10,858 10,630 -2.1 1.0
Beverage 625 829 827 -0.3 32.3
Cigarette and tobacco product 565 621 622 0.2 10.1
Cannabis 66 127 131 2.9 98.1

 
Personal and household goods 9,595 10,008 9,861 -1.5 2.8

Textile, clothing and footwear 1,254 1,181 1,211 2.5 -3.4
Home entertainment equipment and household appliance 833 866 841 -2.8 1.0
Home furnishings 612 647 654 1.1 7.0
Personal goods 818 1,032 1,068 3.5 30.7
Pharmaceuticals and pharmacy supplies 5,097 5,274 4,945 -6.2 -3.0
Toiletries, cosmetics and sundries 981 1,008 1,141 13.2 16.3

 
Motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories 10,922 10,989 11,330 3.1 3.7

Motor vehicle 8,724 8,705 9,043 3.9 3.7
New motor vehicle parts and accessories 2,129 2,207 2,228 1.0 4.6
Used motor vehicle parts and accessories 69 77 60 -22.9 -13.4

 
Building material and supplies 8,987 9,801 10,007 2.1 11.3

Electrical, plumbing, heating and air-conditioning
equipment and supplies 2,969 2,888 2,937 1.7 -1.1

Metal service centres 1,603 1,405 1,434 2.1 -10.5
Lumber, millwork, hardware and other building supplies 4,416 5,508 5,636 2.3 27.6

 
Machinery, equipment and supplies 13,195 13,277 13,754 3.6 4.2

Farm, lawn and garden machinery and equipment 1,587 1,732 1,585 -8.5 -0.1
Construction, forestry, mining, and industrial machinery,

equipment and supplies 4,359 3,995 4,076 2.0 -6.5
Computer and communications equipment and supplies 4,091 4,211 4,682 11.2 14.4
Other machinery, equipment and supplies 3,159 3,339 3,411 2.2 8.0

 
Miscellaneous 8,103 8,630 8,608 -0.3 6.2

Recyclable material 802 862 897 4.0 11.8
Paper, paper product and disposable plastic product 964 986 1,004 1.8 4.1
Agricultural supplies 2,225 2,600 2,544 -2.1 14.3
Chemical (except agricultural) and allied product 1,550 1,526 1,479 -3.1 -4.5
Other miscellaneous 2,560 2,655 2,683 1.1 4.8

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

2019
September

2020r
October

2020p
September to
October 2020

October 2019 to
October 2020

    millions of dollars   % change

Canada 63,429 66,070 66,717 1.0 5.2
Newfoundland and Labrador 343 340 348 2.3 1.5
Prince Edward Island 88 92 87 -5.2 -0.6
Nova Scotia 808 921 933 1.3 15.5
New Brunswick 586 607 625 3.1 6.7
Quebec 11,726 12,763 12,514 -2.0 6.7
Ontario 33,267 34,130 34,713 1.7 4.3
Manitoba 1,504 1,611 1,565 -2.9 4.1
Saskatchewan 2,111 2,245 2,396 6.7 13.5
Alberta 6,678 6,446 6,482 0.6 -2.9
British Columbia 6,240 6,870 7,003 1.9 12.2
Yukon 12 14 16 12.1 34.6
Northwest Territories 51 23 23 2.5 -54.4
Nunavut 16 9 12 35.4 -27.5

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
  October

2019
September

2020r
October

2020p
September to
October 2020

October 2019 to
October 2020

    millions of dollars   % change

Total, wholesale inventories 91,350 90,666 90,092 -0.6 -1.4
 

Farm product 176 231 222 -3.9 26.3
 

Food, beverage and tobacco 8,986 9,939 10,089 1.5 12.3
Food 8,014 8,824 8,953 1.5 11.7
Beverage 569 565 576 2.0 1.4
Cigarette and tobacco product 256 369 372 0.9 45.6
Cannabis 147 180 188 3.9 27.3

 
Personal and household goods 15,461 15,983 16,031 0.3 3.7

Textile, clothing and footwear 3,192 3,591 3,626E 1.0 13.6
Home entertainment equipment and household appliance 1,120 700 709 1.3 -36.7
Home furnishings 1,467 1,249 1,363 9.2 -7.1
Personal goods 1,921 2,023 1,905 -5.9 -0.9
Pharmaceuticals and pharmacy supplies 6,643 7,341 7,226 -1.6 8.8
Toiletries, cosmetics and sundries 1,117 1,079 1,202 11.4 7.6

 
Motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories 12,920 11,634 11,317 -2.7 -12.4

Motor vehicle 7,754 7,030 6,732 -4.2 -13.2
New motor vehicle parts and accessories 5,075 4,521 4,511 -0.2 -11.1
Used motor vehicle parts and accessories F F F F F

 
Building material and supplies 15,405 13,959 13,970 0.1 -9.3

Electrical, plumbing, heating and air-conditioning
equipment and supplies 4,380 3,985 3,974 -0.3 -9.3

Metal service centres 4,264 3,536 3,429 -3.0 -19.6
Lumber, millwork, hardware and other building supplies 6,761 6,437 6,567 2.0 -2.9

 
Machinery, equipment and supplies 26,816 27,087 26,859 -0.8 0.2

Farm, lawn and garden machinery and equipment 6,650 5,413 5,372 -0.8 -19.2
Construction, forestry, mining, and industrial machinery,

equipment and supplies 12,824 12,795 12,949 1.2 1.0
Computer and communications equipment and supplies 2,721 2,829 2,845 0.6 4.6
Other machinery, equipment and supplies 4,621 6,049 5,693 -5.9 23.2

 
Miscellaneous 11,586 11,833 11,603 -1.9 0.1

Recyclable material 839 932 912E -2.1 8.7
Paper, paper product and disposable plastic product 872 972 981 1.0 12.5
Agricultural supplies 4,858 4,944 4,846 -2.0 -0.2
Chemical (except agricultural) and allied product 1,496 1,498 1,368 -8.7 -8.5
Other miscellaneous 3,521 3,487 3,495 0.2 -0.8

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

On December 17, Statistics Canada will host a webinar called COVID-19's Impacts on the Wholesale Trade Sector: What does the survey
data tell us about sales, prices and the recovery so far?

This webinar will provide you with a comprehensive overview of COVID-19's impacts on the sales and prices of wholesalers in Canada
based on survey data.

During this webinar, 2020 Q1 and Q2 results of the Wholesale Services Price Index, an indicator of wholesalers' price response, will be
compared against previous data projections. In addition, recent monthly wholesale data will be used to look at the COVID-19's impacts
and ongoing recovery for the first 10 months of 2020. And to conclude, a recent study of the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on the
Canadian beef supply chain will also be discussed.

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 November 2020 will be released on January 19, 2021.

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/services/webinars/18220004
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=2010007401
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010007601
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

