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Wholesale sales fall for the first time since April

Wholesale sales fell 1.3% in December to $66.5 billion, the first decline after seven consecutive increases. The
decrease was attributable to sharply lower sales of motor vehicles and motor vehicle parts and accessories; and
machinery, equipment and supplies. These declines were modestly offset by higher sales in the miscellaneous
subsector.

Wholesale sales in constant dollars dropped 1.1%.

Chart 1
Wholesale sales decline in December
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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.

Wholesale sector sales still exceed levels observed before the COVID-19 pandemic

Notwithstanding the 1.3% decline in December, sales for the month were still 3.0% higher than levels observed
before the COVID-19 pandemic, with all 10 provinces recording higher sales than in February 2020. December
sales were the third highest for the sector on record. Sales in five of the seven subsectors were higher than the
pre-COVID-19 benchmark, led by building material and supplies (+12.2%), and machinery, equipment and supplies
(+6.6%).

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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Despite provincial governments' increased restrictions on business activity in December, the drop in the sector was
consistent with previous monthly fluctuations. In 2019, for example, the average monthly movement was plus or
minus 1.2%, and no individual month moved more than 1.7% one way or the other.

Sales drop in the three largest subsectors

The three largest wholesale subsectors all posted lower sales in December, with the greatest decline seen in the
motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories subsector, followed by the machinery, equipment and
supplies subsector, and the food, beverage and tobacco subsector.

Motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories sales fell for the second consecutive month, down 4.3% to
$10.7 billion, their lowest level since July. Sales declined in all industries. Lower sales for the subsector in
December reflected weakness in the domestic demand for Canadian-built vehicles, parts and accessories, as
imports of motor vehicles and parts rose 2.4%, while exports fell 0.4%—less than the subsector's overall decline.

Sales of machinery, equipment and supplies dropped 3.1% to $13.8 billion, the third decline in the past five months.
Sales fell in three of the four industries in the subsector, with the largest decline in the computer and
communications equipment and supplies industry.

Food, beverage and tobacco sales fell 1.3% to $12.0 billion in December, largely as a result of a 15.4% drop in the
sales of cigarettes and tobacco products. Sales of cigarettes and tobacco products have declined in four of the past
six months and in December were 20.6% below their 2020 high reached in June.

Partially offsetting the declines was a 2.9% increase in sales in the miscellaneous subsector. Higher sales were
driven by the agricultural supplies industry and the recyclable material industry.

Sales decline in seven provinces

Lower sales were recorded in seven provinces, accounting for 96% of total wholesale sales in December. Ontario
and British Columbia posted the largest decline in monthly sales.

Sales in Ontario declined for the second consecutive month, down 1.2% to $34.4 billion, following a 0.2% decrease
in November. The drop partly reflects the province-wide COVID-19 lockdown that started on December 26, and the
fact that the largest population centres were on lockdown throughout the month. Lower sales were recorded in six
of the seven subsectors, led by the motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories subsector (-3.1% to
$7.5 billion), with all three industries within that subsector reporting sales losses. Sales in the machinery, equipment
and supplies subsector dropped 1.3% to $7.1 billion, reflecting lower sales in the computer and communications
equipment and supplies industry, and the other machinery, equipment and supplies industry. Notwithstanding the
COVID-19 resurgence and the reintroduction of lockdowns, fourth-quarter wholesale sales in Ontario were still 1.6%
higher than in the third quarter.

In British Columbia, sales fell 2.6% to $6.9 billion, largely reflecting a decline in the machinery, equipment and
supplies subsector. Sales in this subsector were down 10.9% to $1.3 billion, with all four industries in this subsector
recording declines. Sales in the machinery, equipment and supplies subsector had reached a record high of
$1.4 billion in November after six months of consecutive increases. Similarly, because of lower sales in all three of
its industries, sales in the food, beverage and tobacco subsector declined 3.6% to $1.3 billion. Partially offsetting
the decrease were higher sales in the miscellaneous subsector (+5.4% to $765 million) and the building material
and supplies subsector (+1.2% to $2.1 billion). Overall, sales in British Columbia were 4.3% higher in the fourth
quarter of 2020 than in the previous quarter.
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Decline in inventories

Inventories slipped 0.1% in December to $90.0 billion. Lower personal and household goods inventories (-2.5% to
$15.8 billion) and inventories of machinery, equipment and supplies (-1.2% to $26.2 billion) generated the decline.
The building material and supplies subsector saw the largest increase in December, up 2.4% to $14.5 billion,
followed by the motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories subsector, up 2.3% to $11.7 billion.
Wholesale inventories were 1.7% lower in December 2020 than in December 2019.

The inventory-to-sales ratio for December 2020 rose to 1.35 from 1.34 in November—the first increase in the ratio
since September. This ratio is a measure of the time (in months) required to exhaust inventories if sales were to
remain at their current level.

Annual review of wholesale sales in 2020

In 2020, sales in the wholesale sector in Canada decreased for the first time since 2009, shrinking 1.0% to
$754.0 billion as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. These lower sales offset previous gains made
in 2019 (+1.5%) and 2018 (+3.6%). In the second quarter, sales dropped 14.3% to $164.3 billion, when the
pandemic's impacts on the economy were the most severe. A subsequent record increase of 20.1% in the third
quarter showed the resilience of this sector, and, although fourth-quarter sales also showed growth (+1.7%), the
last two quarterly increases combined were not enough to offset the losses incurred in the second quarter.

After the effect of prices is removed, total wholesale sales were $689.3 billion in 2020, which was 0.9% lower
than 2019.

Chart 2
Wholesale sales
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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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Despite the overall decline, wholesale sales increased in five of the seven subsectors in 2020, led by the food,
beverage and tobacco subsector. However, these gains were eclipsed by the decline in the motor vehicle and motor
vehicle parts and accessories subsector.

Chart 3
Wholesale sales by subsector, dollar change from 2019
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Sales decreased in six provinces in 2020, with sales in Ontario declining the most because of the province's high
concentration in the motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories subsector. Sales in Alberta were lower
because of a drop in sales in the machinery, equipment and supplies subsector. Quebec posted the highest
increase in 2020, mainly because of higher sales in the miscellaneous subsector and the food, beverage and
tobacco subsector.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010007401
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Chart 4
Wholesale sales by province, dollar change from 2019
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According to the Survey of Employment, Payrolls and Hours, in November 2020, the wholesale trade sector
employed 779,078 Canadians—5.8% lower than the employment in this sector in November 2019. The average
weekly earnings (including overtime) of people employed by wholesalers grew 6.0% to an average of $1,337.78 per
week in November 2020, compared with November 2019.

Motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories subsector most affected by the
pandemic

When COVID-19 started to spread in the spring, wholesale sales in the motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and
accessories subsector dropped at an immediate and unprecedented rate. From February to April, sales fell 74.0%,
making the subsector the most severely affected. The automotive sector has a complex international supply chain,
which was disrupted during the pandemic because of unsynchronized lockdowns and plant and dealership
shutdowns worldwide. Wholesale sales in this subsector remained relatively flat until they started to pick up in June,
as sales grew 113.4% from May, but, following June, the subsector never recovered the losses. As a result, sales in
this subsector were $18.2 billion lower than their 2019 level and the lowest since 2014.

The infographic shows cumulative year-to-date wholesale sales in the motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and
accessories subsector and demonstrates the noticeable shift in the level of sales from 2019 to 2020.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010007401
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Infographic 1 –  Cumulative year-to-date wholesale sales in the motor vehicle and motor vehicle
parts and accessories subsector

The lower wholesale sales for this subsector were also reflected in lower exports and imports in 2020. Export of
motor vehicles and parts dropped 20.3%, while imports declined 24.0% in 2020.

Higher sales in food, beverage and tobacco subsector

Sales in the food, beverage and tobacco subsector rose 3.5% following increases of 1.6% in 2018 and 0.6%
in 2019. While sales in the food industry grew 1.7% in 2020, sales advanced 20.6% in the beverage industry
and 9.6% in the cigarette and tobacco product industry. The last time sales in the beverage industry saw a
double-digit increase was in 2011 (+10.0%).

As indicated in Statistics Canada's Canadian Perspectives Survey Series (which monitors the effect of COVID-19),
many Canadians have increased their alcohol consumption since the beginning of the pandemic, and,
paradoxically, 14.6% of Canadians indicated that they lived in a household with food insecurity in May 2020.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200604/dq200604b-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/45-28-0001/2020001/article/00039-eng.htm
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The lumber, millwork, hardware and other building supplies industry makes a strong
comeback

The lumber, millwork, hardware and other building supplies industry, within the building materials and supplies
subsector, posted the largest increase in 2020 compared with 2019. Sales in the building materials and supplies
subsector rose 1.7% in 2020, entirely because of higher sales in the lumber, millwork, hardware and other building
supplies industry. Sales in this industry increased by 12.0% in 2020, reaching an all-time high of $59.2 billion. This
was a notable rebound, as sales had decreased 4.4% in 2019, the first decline since 2011.

Higher sales in the lumber, millwork, hardware and other building supplies industry reflected a higher demand for
lumber and other wood products and higher lumber prices in 2020. Exports of lumber and other wood products
increased 22.2% in 2020. The annual average of the Industrial Product Price Index (IPPI) for lumber and other
wood products rose 19.3% in 2020 after declining slightly (-1.0%) in 2019.

Sales decline in Ontario and Alberta

Sales in Ontario dropped 1.9% in 2020 because of lower sales (-15.8%) in the motor vehicle and motor vehicle
parts and accessories subsector. This subsector's share of total wholesale sales in Ontario dropped from 23.1%
in 2019 to 19.8% in 2020. Excluding this subsector, sales in Ontario grew 2.3%, as higher sales in the food,
beverage and tobacco (+5.8%) and the miscellaneous (+4.2%) subsectors partially offset the impact of the decline
in the motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories subsector in this province.

In Alberta, sales declined 3.8% in 2020, mainly as a result of lower sales (-8.9%) in the machinery, equipment and
supplies subsector. Weaker activity in this subsector partially reflected lower energy and petroleum product prices
(the IPPI declined 27.5% on average) and capital expenditures in mining, quarrying, and oil and gas extraction
(-30.4%) in 2020. Wholesalers in this industry are involved in selling machinery and equipment to companies in the
oil, gas and mining industries.

Quebec achieved the highest gains

Despite the challenging year, Quebec saw its sales increase by 1.4%. Quebec wholesalers reported increases in all
subsectors except the motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories subsector, in which sales decreased
by 8.8%. Higher sales in the miscellaneous subsector and the food, beverage and tobacco subsector represented
about three-quarters of the gains for the province.

Inventory-to-sales ratios increase in 2020

The average inventory-to-sales ratio in 2020 was 1.46, compared with 1.44 in 2019. At the subsector level, the
motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories subsector had the highest inventory-to-sales ratio difference,
at 1.53 on average in 2020, compared with 1.16 in 2019. While on average sales declined 13.8% in this subsector
in 2020, inventories also declined (-4.9%) because wholesalers used inventories when supply was tight as a result
of lower manufacturing sales and imports.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200811/dq200811b-cansim-eng.htm
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Table 1
Wholesale merchants' sales by industry – Seasonally adjusted
  December

2019
November

2020r
December

2020p
November to

December 2020
December 2019

to December
2020

    millions of dollars   % change

Total, wholesale sales (current dollars) 63,442 67,351 66,502 -1.3 4.8
Total, wholesale sales (2012 chained dollars) 57,837 61,400 60,706 -1.1 5.0
Total wholesale sales (current dollars), excluding motor

vehicle and parts 52,621 56,178 55,809 -0.7 6.1
 

Farm product 825 902 912 1.1 10.6
 

Food, beverage and tobacco 12,117 12,140 11,980 -1.3 -1.1
Food 10,946 10,581 10,534 -0.4 -3.8
Beverage 634 828 780 -5.8 23.0
Cigarette and tobacco product 475 614 519 -15.4 9.3
Cannabis 62 117 147 25.1 138.1

 
Personal and household goods 9,473 9,999 9,919 -0.8 4.7

Textile, clothing and footwear 1,254 1,294 1,318 1.9 5.1
Home entertainment equipment and household appliance 830 904 897 -0.8 8.2
Home furnishings 602 645 648 0.6 7.8
Personal goods 798 999 995 -0.3 24.7
Pharmaceuticals and pharmacy supplies 5,056 5,159 5,079 -1.6 0.5
Toiletries, cosmetics and sundries 934 998 981 -1.7 5.0

 
Motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories 10,821 11,174 10,694 -4.3 -1.2

Motor vehicle 8,714 8,983 8,573 -4.6 -1.6
New motor vehicle parts and accessories 2,048 2,126 2,063 -3.0 0.7
Used motor vehicle parts and accessories 59 65 58 -10.2 -1.7

 
Building material and supplies 8,806 10,164 10,221 0.6 16.1

Electrical, plumbing, heating and air-conditioning
equipment and supplies 3,012 2,943 2,921 -0.8 -3.0

Metal service centres 1,381 1,481 1,491 0.7 7.9
Lumber, millwork, hardware and other building supplies 4,412 5,740 5,809 1.2 31.7

 
Machinery, equipment and supplies 13,286 14,296 13,848 -3.1 4.2

Farm, lawn and garden machinery and equipment 1,527 1,783 1,744 -2.2 14.2
Construction, forestry, mining, and industrial machinery,

equipment and supplies 4,284 4,276 4,284 0.2 -0.0
Computer and communications equipment and supplies 4,212 4,611 4,367 -5.3 3.7
Other machinery, equipment and supplies 3,262 3,625 3,454 -4.7 5.9

 
Miscellaneous 8,114 8,677 8,927 2.9 10.0

Recyclable material 790 973 1,142 17.3 44.5
Paper, paper product and disposable plastic product 1,008 996 962 -3.5 -4.6
Agricultural supplies 2,185 2,625 2,807 6.9 28.5
Chemical (except agricultural) and allied product 1,552 1,405 1,457 3.7 -6.1
Other miscellaneous 2,580 2,678 2,559 -4.4 -0.8

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=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
  December

2019
November

2020r
December

2020p
November to

December 2020
December 2019

to December
2020

    millions of dollars   % change

Canada 63,442 67,351 66,502 -1.3 4.8
Newfoundland and Labrador 345 358 338 -5.5 -2.0
Prince Edward Island 91 91 100 9.2 10.1
Nova Scotia 899 954 979 2.7 9.0
New Brunswick 587 630 629 -0.2 7.1
Quebec 12,057 12,622 12,517 -0.8 3.8
Ontario 33,045 34,787 34,353 -1.2 4.0
Manitoba 1,543 1,641 1,656 0.9 7.3
Saskatchewan 2,038 2,509 2,407 -4.1 18.1
Alberta 6,523 6,659 6,607 -0.8 1.3
British Columbia 6,236 7,052 6,868 -2.6 10.1
Yukon 12 14 16 17.4 32.9
Northwest Territories 51 20 22 7.1 -57.0
Nunavut 16 14 12 -12.4 -26.5

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
  December

2019
November

2020r
December

2020p
November to

December 2020
December 2019

to December
2020

    millions of dollars   % change

Total, wholesale inventories 91,553 90,043 89,956 -0.1 -1.7
 

Farm product 183 211 217 3.0 18.9
 

Food, beverage and tobacco 9,074 10,005 10,134 1.3 11.7
Food 8,111 8,814 8,931 1.3 10.1
Beverage 583 637 651 2.2 11.7
Cigarette and tobacco product 233 325 298 -8.5 27.7
Cannabis 148 230 255 11.0 72.5

 
Personal and household goods 15,650 16,196 15,786 -2.5 0.9

Textile, clothing and footwear 3,227 3,844E 3,762 -2.1 16.6
Home entertainment equipment and household appliance 1,078 731 747 2.2 -30.7
Home furnishings 1,395 1,266 1,306 3.1 -6.4
Personal goods 2,113 1,865 1,897E 1.7 -10.2
Pharmaceuticals and pharmacy supplies 6,699 7,413 6,987 -5.7 4.3
Toiletries, cosmetics and sundries 1,138 1,076 1,086 0.9 -4.5

 
Motor vehicle and motor vehicle parts and accessories 12,933 11,387 11,652 2.3 -9.9

Motor vehicle 7,893 6,681 6,961 4.2 -11.8
New motor vehicle parts and accessories 4,943 4,626 4,608 -0.4 -6.8
Used motor vehicle parts and accessories 96E F 83E F -13.9

 
Building material and supplies 14,854 14,135 14,473 2.4 -2.6

Electrical, plumbing, heating and air-conditioning
equipment and supplies 4,380 4,048 4,178 3.2 -4.6

Metal service centres 3,888 3,323 3,412 2.7 -12.3
Lumber, millwork, hardware and other building supplies 6,586 6,765 6,883 1.7 4.5

 
Machinery, equipment and supplies 26,962 26,568 26,244 -1.2 -2.7

Farm, lawn and garden machinery and equipment 6,816 5,593 5,505 -1.6 -19.2
Construction, forestry, mining, and industrial machinery,

equipment and supplies 12,571 12,272 12,146 -1.0 -3.4
Computer and communications equipment and supplies 2,588 2,860 2,771 -3.1 7.0
Other machinery, equipment and supplies 4,987 5,843 5,822 -0.3 16.7

 
Miscellaneous 11,898 11,540 11,451 -0.8 -3.8

Recyclable material 867 999E 1,078E 7.9 24.3
Paper, paper product and disposable plastic product 976 968 993 2.5 1.7
Agricultural supplies 5,101 4,574 4,535 -0.9 -11.1
Chemical (except agricultural) and allied product 1,517 1,350 1,314 -2.7 -13.4
Other miscellaneous 3,438 3,649 3,532 -3.2 2.7

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 January will be released on March 12.

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/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=2010000301
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010007601
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010007401
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

