
Retail Commodity Survey, March 2021
Released at 8:30 a.m. Eastern time in The Daily, Monday, June 7, 2021

Retail sales reached $55.3 billion in March, an increase of 26.7% compared with the same month a year earlier.
This marked the largest increase on record for the sector, due in large part to the sharp declines seen at the onset
of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020. Higher sales were reported in 16 of the 19 commodity categories.

Looking ahead to April, the advance estimate provided by the Monthly Retail Trade Survey suggests that
unadjusted total retail sales increased by 60.1%. Because of its preliminary nature, this figure will be revised.

Automotive sales accelerate into March

Strong sales of motor vehicles in March, coupled with sharp declines at the onset of the pandemic a year earlier,
resulted in record growth on a year-over-year basis for the product category (+75.1%). This was the largest gain
among all categories in dollar terms. Growth in automotive sales was driven largely by higher sales of new motor
vehicles (+85.8%), as new minivans, sport utility vehicles and light trucks (+89.5%), new passenger automobiles
(+70.5%), and medium and heavy trucks (+35.3%) all posted gains. Used automobile sales also saw strong growth
in the month, increasing 57.8% from the same month in 2020.

The sale of automotive fuel continued to experience strong growth, increasing 21.8% from March of the previous
year. This marked the first month of positive growth for the product category since February 2020. This gain was
spurred by higher prices at the pump, which rose 35.3% from March 2020.

Food sales fall sharply in March following 2020 stockpiling

As a result of consumer stockpiling in March 2020, food sales posted the largest decline in the sector in March,
down 8.4% year over year. This was the first decline for the product category since September 2019.
Non-perishable food options that were among the most sought-after in March 2020 saw the largest drops, with
packaged food dry goods n.e.c. (-23.6%), fresh meat and poultry (-9.6%), and frozen food (-11.1%) posting the
biggest declines in the month.

Soft drinks and alcoholic beverages rose 4.3%. Sales in this product category were buoyed by growth in alcoholic
beverages (+5.4%), which compensated for declining sales of other beverage types in the month.

With retail sales returning to normal levels in 2021, many products affected by panic buying in March of 2020 saw
sharp declines. Among the most affected were miscellaneous household supplies n.e.c. (-26.2%), household
cleaning supplies (-16.7%), and non-prescription pharmaceuticals (-31.4%). Conversely, many products that were
neglected during the panic buying at the onset of the pandemic experienced strong year-over-year growth as
spending returned to normal, including eyewear (+63.4%), clothing (+64.2%) and footwear (+89.1%).

Non-essential spending soars

As spring approached, home improvement remained a fixture of the pandemic, resulting in record sales of
hardware, tools, and renovation and lawn and garden products, which rose 59.7% compared with the same month
a year prior. This growth was due in large part to an increase in sales of renovation materials and supplies, as
strong demand and higher prices for lumber resulted in a 56.2% advance year over year.

With Canadians preparing to enjoy the summer amid the pandemic, many non-essential products saw strong
growth in the month, including recreational vehicles (+111.8%), bicycles and biking equipment and accessories
(+107.3%), golf equipment (+297.4%) and hunting, fishing and camping equipment (+31.9%).

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/210521/dq210521a-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/210421/dq210421a-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200511/dq200511a-eng.htm
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Table 1
Sales by type of commodity, all retail stores – Seasonally unadjusted
  March 2020r February 2021r March 2021p March 2020 to March

2021

    millions of dollars   % change

Total commodities, retail trade commissions
and miscellaneous services 43,641,006 44,278,066 55,294,917 26.7

Food 10,788,759 9,438,710 9,878,067 -8.4
Soft drinks and alcoholic beverages 2,988,666 2,651,067 3,118,462 4.3
Cannabis products 181,180 262,043 298,135 64.6
Clothing 1,217,180 1,327,839 1,999,085 64.2
Footwear 288,976 292,685 546,568 89.1
Jewellery and watches, luggage and briefcases 198,581E 304,752 319,049 60.7
Home furniture, furnishings, housewares,

appliances and electronics 3,732,345 3,811,995 4,758,339 27.5
Sporting and leisure products (except

publications, audio and video recordings, and
game software) 703,194 860,417 1,111,553 58.1

Publications 179,710 175,431 177,092 -1.5
Audio and video recordings, and game software 90,076 56,263 62,935 -30.1
Motor vehicles 7,007,710 8,489,509 12,269,146 75.1
Recreational vehicles 477,193 531,328 1,010,631 111.8
Motor vehicle parts, accessories and supplies 1,425,486 1,555,732 2,026,209 42.1
Automotive and household fuels 3,293,284 3,485,459 4,005,449 21.6
Home health products 3,498,635 3,192,969 3,561,260 1.8
Infant care, personal and beauty products 1,149,801 1,042,540 1,239,097 7.8
Hardware, tools, and renovation and lawn and

garden products 2,894,242 3,116,436 4,620,820 59.7
Miscellaneous products 2,255,203 2,301,264 2,612,317 15.8
Total retail trade commissions and

miscellaneous services 1,270,785 1,381,625 1,680,702 32.3

r revised
p preliminary
E use with caution
Note(s): Data may not add up to totals because of rounding.
Source(s): Table 20-10-0017-01.

Note to readers

The Retail Commodity Survey collects national-level retail sales data, by commodity, from the same businesses surveyed in the Monthly
Retail Trade Survey. No data have been seasonally adjusted. All percentage changes are year over year.

New retail commodity data for e-commerce now available

Estimates from the Retail Commodity Survey are now available for the electronic shopping and mail-order houses industry (North
American Industry Classification System [NAICS] code 454110).

E-commerce figures from brick-and-mortar retailers are included with the retailer's commodity sales. If the online operations of a
brick-and-mortar retailer are separately managed, they are classified under NAICS code 45411 (electronic shopping and mail-order
houses). Businesses commonly referred to as pure-play Internet retailers are also classified under NAICS code 45411. Total retail sales
figures do not include sales from retailers classified under NAICS code 45411.

New Quarterly Retail Commodity Survey data visualization tool

Check out the latest Quarterly Retail Commodity Survey estimates in a new interactive way. The new Retail Commodity Survey Data
Visualization Tool allows users to view, customize and interpret quarterly sales data more easily.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010001701
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010001601
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/71-607-x/71-607-x2019008-eng.htm
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Available tables: table 20-10-0017-01.

Definitions, data sources and methods: survey number 2008.

For more information, or to enquire about the concepts, methods or data quality of this release, contact us
(toll-free 1-800-263-1136; 514-283-8300; STATCAN.infostats-infostats.STATCAN@canada.ca) or Media
Relations (613-951-4636; STATCAN.mediahotline-ligneinfomedias.STATCAN@canada.ca).

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010001701
http://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getSurvey&SDDS=2008
mailto:STATCAN.infostats-infostats.STATCAN@canada.ca
mailto:STATCAN.mediahotline-ligneinfomedias.STATCAN@canada.ca

