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Metropolitan centres across Canada 
are experiencing a retail building boom. 
Over 57 million square feet of shopping 
centre leasable area have been added 
since 2007, or an average of almost 
11.5 million square feet per year. With 
8 million square feet added last year, 
tens of millions of square feet under 
development across the country, all while 
high profile retailers are closing or scaling 
back stores because of a switch to online 
retail, is Canada facing a retail bubble? 

Canada’s population surpassed 35 
million on December 5, 2012. Over the 
last five years, Canada has averaged a 
net increase of over 400,000 residents 
per year as a result of immigration, 
births and Canadians returning from 
abroad. Canada’s population is the 
fastest growing among G8 nations and 
the domestic retail sector is experiencing 
low vacancies and growing lease rates. 
The rate of expansion of supply, driven 
partly by U.S. chains that are used to 
operating at lower productivity rates 
in U.S. malls, could eventually pull 
productivity levels lower in Canada. 
Canadian retailers, which have become 
adept and efficient at the logistical feat 
of east-west distribution networks, 
will nevertheless be hard pressed to 
compete against large U.S. chains with 
their buying power and shorter north-
south distribution networks.

Canadian Retail in a State of Change



2

Shopping Centre Supply
In recent years, much discussion has 
revolved around the disparity between 
the Canadian and U.S. shopping centre 
floor area (square feet) per capita. Some 
reports have even attributed the latest U.S. 
retailer influx into Canada to the notion 
that Canada is significantly under-served 
by its 14.6 SF/cap shopping centre supply 
compared to 23.8 SF/cap in the U.S. The 
entrance of new retailers like Marshalls 
and J. Crew to the Canadian market, 
and expanding retailers like Walmart and 
Simons, has contributed to stable or rising 
lease rates and stable or declining vacancy 
rates in regional malls in major markets 
across the country (see survey of major 
market retail indices in this report). 

Shopping centre owners and developers 
have responded, and tens of millions 
of square feet are being added to the 
development pipeline1. Target’s acquisition 
of the Zellers leases allowed it to enter 

Canada with a national presence, but 
without adding to the national inventory. 
With new developments, including 
enclosed malls, outlet malls, hybrid centres, 
mixed-use projects, new neighbourhood 
convenience shopping centres, expanding 
centres, and growing high street and 
free-standing stores, the industry should 
be concerned about long-term vacancy 
rates, lease rates and cap rates especially 
if population growth slows or if consumer 
confidence continues to slide. 

The chart below shows that over the 
last decade or more, Canadian and 
U.S. shopping centre GLA per capita 
has increased in virtual lockstep. Since 
2002, the U.S. has gained 2.0 square 
feet of shopping centre GLA per capita, 
while Canada has gained 2.3 SF/cap. 
Since 2008, the U.S. has seen its SF/cap 
drop each year, and its 2012 supply of 
23.8 SF/cap was equivalent to where it 

was in 2007. Canada’s shopping centre 
inventory per capita has been flat since 
2010, meaning that population growth 
has been matched by shopping centre 
inventory growth. Shopping centre GLA 
in Canada increased from 505 million 
SF in 2011 to 513 million SF in 2012—a 
moderate increase of 1.7%. During the 
same period, Canada’s population grew 
by 1.9% according to Statistics Canada. 
Contrary to fears that Canada’s per 
capita supply of shopping centre space 
is approaching that of the U.S., the 
chart shows Canada has consistently 
had 10 SF/cap less shopping centre 
supply than the U.S. for the past decade. 
Globally, no other countries come close 
to Canadian and American per capita 
supply levels. If supply growth outpaces 
demand growth for a sustained period, 
the implications for shopping centre 
productivity in Canada would be harmful 
to the Canadian retail industry.

Source: International Council of Shopping Centers, 2013
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1 Go to www.collierscanada.com for the latest quarterly Retail Market Reports from across the country.
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Productivity Levels
A drop in Canadian shopping centre productivity from the current $605/SF for 
non-anchor tenants would not likely concern the average U.S.-based shopping mall 
retailer (the U.S. average productivity is approximately $455/SF), provided it was 
still profitable. However, crossing Canada’s vast unpopulated areas, incurring higher 
costs to import goods, paying higher average lease rates and more expensive labour 
costs add up. U.S. retailers expecting to add Canada to their network as if they were 
adding a 51st (and contiguous) state could find themselves at the end of the list that 
includes Sam’s Club, Marks & Spencer, Kmart and others – successful retailers that 
have made unsuccessful expansion efforts into Canada.

Canada represents a market of over 35 million consumers who are often much like 
our neighbours to the south. The lure of expanding into Canada is strong, and the 
growing appetite for retail floor area in major centres is part of what is fueling the 
current retail development boom. U.S. retailers have a lot to gain from entering the 
Canadian market, provided they understand the logistical, regulatory and real estate 
challenges that national retail chains in Canada have overcome, all of which are 
built into the higher productivity rates for retailers north of the border.

Canada’s Shopping Centre Landscape
The data suggest that fears of “the Americanization of Canadian retail” are overblown 
from a supply per capita standpoint. Canada is producing retail floor area that serves 
a growing population. Data showing Canada’s number and total floor area of shopping 
centres appear to support the notion that much of the recent development in this 
sector has been neighbourhood/community shopping centres, keeping pace with 
population growth.

Some of the high-profile shopping centres under development are the largest ones 
such as Quartier Dix30 in Brossard, QC (2.7 million SF), the Seasons of Tuxedo project 
in Winnipeg (1.5 million SF) and the Tsawwassen First Nation retail developments 
(combined 1.8 million SF) in Metro Vancouver. These projects have super-regional 
trade areas and serve as destination retail and entertainment centres, whereas 
shopping centres with food stores, convenience services and local-serving retail are 
more abundant, smaller and serve more local areas in residential neighbourhoods. 
Since 2009, Canada’s average shopping centre size has been dropping. Since 2009, 
the average new centre added to Canada’s inventory was only 150,000 square feet –  
a far cry from a typical Walmart, Lowe’s or Bass Pro-anchored superregional mall.  

Year

Number of 
Shopping 
Centres

Total 
Shopping 
Centre 
GLA (SF)

Average 
Centre 
Size (SF)

2001 2145 378 M 176,431
2002 2176 387 M 177,955
2003 2220 401 M 180,844
2004 2288 417 M 182,313
2005 2330 429 M 184,319
2006 2381 439 M 184,480
2007 2465 456 M 184,963
2008 2570 475 M 184,798
2009 2614 489 M 187,244
2010 2676 498 M 186,095

2011 2724 505 M 185,245
2012 2773 513 M 185,111

Source: International Council of Shopping Center
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Looking Ahead
> Canada’s cities have seen strong population growth recently as a result of Canada 

being a stronger economic and employment generator than the other G8 nations. If 
the Canadian economy slows while the American, European or Australian economy 
gains ground, population growth could slow and the current pace of retail development 
would likely exceed demand growth. The long-term implications of over-building 
would be lower retail productivity, higher vacancy rates and competitive challenges for 
Canadian retailers that have built their networks in part based on Canadian sales per 
square foot productivities.

> The shift in spending from in-store to online has had a noticeable impact on several 
high-profile retailers in Canada, including Staples and Best Buy. Large format 
retailers – and the shopping centre formats that cater specifically to them – face 
disproportionately higher impacts from online retailers that can offer lower prices, 
better selection, and increasingly responsive and convenient delivery options. U.S. 
retailers looking to come to Canada quickly may seize opportunities to acquire space 
from retailers that are nationalizing their networks..

> Target’s acquisition of the Zellers leases could be a model for other international 
retailers to enter the Canadian market. Canadian retailers with a national network of 
properties and/or time remaining on their store leases could be acquired for their real 
estate  value, irrespective of brand or even product similarities.

> Product pricing strategies in Canada are more immediate and will ultimately be more 
influential than increasing floor area supply in changing the look and feel of Canadian 
retail. As retailers in Canada try to keep Canadian shoppers north of the border by 
holding Black Friday sales and other discount pricing strategies, the resulting lower 
retail productivities could disproportionately affect Canadian retailers and eventually 
lead to softening commercial land values in Canada.
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Second Half 2012 Canadian Retail 
Trade Disappoints
From a retail trade perspective, 2012 started on a high note with strong first half performance as documented in Colliers’ Fall 2012 
Retail Report. January to June 2012 nationwide retail sales (including automotive and gasoline sales) totaled $224.5 billion – 4.47% 
above the 2011 figure of $214.9 billion. Net of automotive and gasoline sales, the year-over-year growth rate for the first half of 
2012 was a healthy 3.3% on mid-point 2012 sales of $142.3 billion versus $137.8 billion in 2011.

Unfortunately, consumer concerns over a myriad of factors, including lower than expected employment growth rates, historically 
high household debt levels and lackluster housing market activity took their toll on consumers’ confidence, yielding a second half of 
2012 that was less kind to retailers in Canada. July to December 2012 sales volume nationwide was $244.51 billion – only 1.19% 
above 2011’s second half volume of $241.6 billion. Net of automotive and gasoline sales, second half 2012 retail sales volume totaled 
$161.81 billion – a mere 0.45% above 2011’s July to December volume of $161.09. 

Lower than expected consumer confidence levels capped the year off with disappointing December total retail sales of $43.64 
billion versus December 2011 sales of $45.26 billion – a drop of more than $1.6 billion or 3.5%. Net of automotive and gasoline 
categories, December sales were off 2011 results by over $1.1 billion or 3.3%2. 

This followed relatively positive total November retail sales of $40.24 billion – 2.39% above November 2011 sales of $39.33 billion 
(+2.82% net of automotive and gasoline sales). Early Canadian retailer sales events mirroring the popular Black Friday sales 
promotions in the US, were likely a factor in generating early holiday sales throughout Canada.

2012 vs 2011 Monthly Index
2012’s retail sales performance relative to 2011 is best described visually, as an index tracking the 2012 vs 2011  
monthly sales from January through December:

The chart to the left shows that, with the 
exception of April, the first half of 2012 
saw sales levels well above the previous 
year with the high point being reached 
in February (more than 7% above 2011 
sales). Over the course of the year, year-
over-year retail sales growth waned, as 
evidenced by the downward trend line 
and the sharp drop in December. The 
only true bright spot of the latter half of 
2012 came in August, when 2012 sales 
eclipsed the 2011 mark by roughly 4.5%. 

1.10

1.08

1.06

1.04

1.02

1.00

0.98

0.96

0.94

0.92

0.90

2012 Monthly Canadian Retail Performance (Indexed to 2011)

 JAN FEB MAR APR MAY JUN JUL AUG SEP OCT NOV DEC

CANADA

LINEAR
(CANADA)

2 It is important to note that with the release of the February 2013 retail trade data, unadjusted and seasonally adjusted monthly data were revised by Statistics Canada back to January 
2004. There is a note to readers in the Daily, released April 23, 2013.  Factors influencing revisions include late receipt of respondent information, correction of information in the data 
provided, the re-classification of companies within, into and out of the retail trade industry, and updates to seasonal factors. 
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Performance  
of Western Provinces
In the west, as predicted, both Alberta and Saskatchewan continued to be the national 
leaders in terms of retail sales growth in 2012. Of the two provinces, Saskatchewan 
ended the year with an overall annual growth rate well above its neighbour to the west.
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Performance  
of Eastern Provinces
In the eastern provinces, only Newfoundland and Labrador consistently exceeded the 
national average in terms of 2012 vs 2011 sales growth, while New Brunswick lagged 
well behind. This year-over-year growth index reflects similar movements across all 
provinces, with significant drops in April, July and December. The one exception is 
Prince Edward Island, whose high water mark came a month earlier than the rest of 
Canada, with January 2012 sales exceeding 2011 volume by 11%. 
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Based on revised 2011 national sales 
volume of $458.47 billion (previously 
published by Statistics Canada to be 
$454.17 billion3), 2012’s retail total  
of $469.92 billion represented year- 
over-year growth of only 2.5% -  
below the 4.37% projected in Colliers’  
Fall 2012 report.

As expected, both Saskatchewan and 
Alberta led the nation in year-over-
year growth, with the smaller eastern 
markets of Newfoundland and Labrador 
and Prince Edward Island also weighing 
in positively at year’s end. Manitoba 

Colliers 2012 Retail Forecast vs Actual

3 Based on the previously reported 2011 sales total of $454.17 billion, recorded 2012 sales volume equates to year-over-year growth of 3.47%. Colliers’ 2012 national forecast of roughly 
$474 billion was, as a result, high by 0.87% over actual 2012 volume of roughly $470 billion.

Performance and Ranking by Province - Total Retail ($Billions)

Actual 
Rank Province

2011 
Volume

2012 
Volume

Actual 
YOY%

Colliers’  
Forecast YOY%

Colliers’  
Forecast Rank

1 Saskatchewan $     16.49 $     17.75 7.64% 6.67% 2

2 Alberta 64.00 68.45 6.95% 8.91% 1

3 Newfoundland and Labrador 7.84 8.2 4.58% 5.29% 4

4 Prince Edward Island 1.87 1.93 3.24% 5.53% 3

5 British Columbia 60.41 61.57 1.92% 5.24% 5

6 Ontario 162.53 165.18 1.63% 3.62% 6

7 Manitoba 16.76 17.02 1.55% 2.56% 9

8 Quebec 102.51 103.65 1.11% 2.59% 8

9 Nova Scotia 13.15 13.27 0.97% 2.66% 7

10 New Brunswick 11.12 11.04 -0.69% 1.58% 10

Canada 458.47 469.92 2.50% 4.37%

Performance and Ranking by Province - Net of Automotive & Gasoline ($Billions)

Actual 
Rank Province

 Actual 2011 
Volume

 Actual 2012 
Volume

Actual 
YOY%

Colliers’  
Forecast YOY%

Colliers’  
Forecast Rank

1 Saskatchewan $      9.78 $     10.24 4.77% 6.29% 2

2 Alberta 39.19 40.92 4.43% 6.39% 1

3 Newfoundland and Labrador 4.90 5.08 3.68% 5.28% 3

4 Prince Edward Island 1.25 1.27 2.21% 5.10% 4

5 Manitoba 11.03 11.26 2.09% 4.20% 5

6 British Columbia 40.76 41.42 1.62% 3.60% 6

7 Ontario 110.85 112.07 1.11% 2.99% 7

8 Nova Scotia 8.40 8.47 0.78% 2.06% 8

9 Quebec 65.86 65.97 0.17% 1.26% 10

10 New Brunswick 6.78 6.77 -0.15% 2.06% 9

Canada 300.15 304.88 1.57% 3.52%

exceeded expectations by ranking 7th out of the 10 provinces (in total retail sales growth) rather than 9th, as predicted.

Net of automotive and gasoline sales, 
2012’s nationwide total of $304.88 billion 
equates to a year-over-year growth rate 
of less than 1.6% - well under the 3.5% 
forecast. Based on Statistics Canada’s 
earlier recorded 2011 sales volume of 
$297.17 billion, however, Colliers’ forecast 
of roughly $307.6 billion is over the actual 
recorded volume by 0.9%. 
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Provincial Performance So Far in 2013
With consumer confidence levels 
remaining low amid continued concerns 
over household debt levels and both 
regional and national economic growth 
prospects, year-over-year growth for 
2013 is likely to be modest, at least 
through the first half of the year. Based 
on sales data through February, 2013 
Canadian retail sales (all categories) are 
up less than 1% over the previous year, 
with Saskatchewan and Alberta leading 
all provinces at 6.8% and 6.0% year 
over year growth, respectively. With the 
exception of Newfoundland and Labrador, 
Canada’s Maritime provinces have 
experienced a decline in volume relative 
to 2012.

Net of automotive and gasoline sales, the 
year over year gains in Saskatchewan 
(3.4%), Alberta (3.2%) and Newfoundland 
(2.2%) are more tempered, while 
Quebec’s early sales totals are more 
significant (2.1% net of automotive and 
gas sales). This is well above the national 
growth rate and thus good news for 
the traditional retail sector in Canada’s 
second largest provincial market.

2013 Year to Date Retail Trade By Province

Jan & Feb Sales for 2013 vs 2012 - All Retail Categories ($Millions)

Rank Province 2012 2013 YOY%

1 Saskatchewan $     2,342.16 $     2,501.42 6.8%

2 Alberta 9,392.76 9,958.33 6.0%

3 Newfoundland and Labrador 1,060.44 1,095.68 3.3%

4 Quebec 14,022.26 14,176.28 1.1%

5 Manitoba 2,334.60 2,339.36 0.2%

6 Ontario 22,954.18 22,772.28 -0.8%

7 British Columbia 8,731.73 8,669.54 -0.7%

8 Nova Scotia 1,825.91 1,791.20 -1.9%

9 Prince Edward Island 251.15 245.54 -2.2%

10 New Brunswick 1,527.87 1,471.81 -3.7%

Canada 64,706.83 65,271.97 0.9%

2013 Year to Date Retail Trade By Province

Jan & Feb Sales for 2013 vs 2012 - Retail Categories Net of Automotive & Gasoline ($Millions)

Rank Province 2012 2013 YOY%

1 Saskatchewan $     1,363.34 $     1,409.53 3.4%

2 Alberta 5,656.82 5,836.05 3.2%

3 Newfoundland and Labrador 666.85 681.38 2.2%

4 Quebec 9,089.16 9,284.43 2.1%

5 Ontario 15,503.36 15,620.59 0.8%

6 British Columbia 5,795.37 5,826.26 0.5%

7 Nova Scotia 1,152.98 1,148.65 -0.4%

8 Manitoba 1,543.32 1,507.07 -2.3%

9 New Brunswick 930.72 906.64 -2.6%

10 Prince Edward Island 166.15 161.38 -2.9%

Canada 42,065.11 42,562.85 1.2%
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Major Market Data
The data in the following table came from Colliers brokers and research specialists in each represented market. It is a survey of 
expert opinions and is not represented as actual data. The information below was collected in response to Colliers’ understanding 
that national chain retailers are looking for a single source of information on lease rates, vacancy rates and recent trends for major 
markets across the country. This table is a retailer’s first step in market analysis; the second step is calling a local Colliers office for 
more specific information and assistance.

Neighbourhood Regional Power Centre
NET 

RENT
6 MO. 
TREND

VACANCY 
RATE

6 MO. 
TREND

NET 
RENT

6 MO. 
TREND

VACANCY 
RATE

6 MO. 
TREND

NET 
RENT

6 MO. 
TREND

VACANCY 
RATE

6 MO. 
TREND

Victoria High $43 ↔ 10% ↓ $65 ↔ 26% ↑ $43 ↔ 5% ↓ 
Low $16 0% $30 0% $25 0%

Vancouver
High $30

↔ 
3.5%

↑
$90

↑ 
10%

↓ 
$30

↔ 
4%

↑ 
Low $20 0% $10 2% $20 0%

Kelowna*
High $30

↔ 
4%

↔
$90

↔ 
3%

↔ 
$40

↔ 
3%

↔ 
Low $20 4% $50 2% $30 3%

Calgary
High $40

↔ 
4%

↔ 
$200

↔ 
3%

↔ 
$40

↔ 
1%

↔ 
Low $25 1% $60 2% $18 1%

Edmonton
High $40

↑ 
3%

↓ 
$175

↑ 
2%

↓ 
$45

↑ 
2.5%

↓ 
Low $28 1% $20 1% $28 0.5%

Saskatoon
High $30

↓ 
3%

↓ 
$50

↑ 
2%

↓ 
$38

↓ 
3%

↓ 
Low $22 1% $30 1% $26 1%

Regina
High $28

↓ 
4%

↓ 
$35

↑ 
1%

↓ 
$38

↓ 
1%

↓ 
Low $23 3% $28 0% $26 1%

Winnipeg 
High $27

↔ 
4%

↔ 
$70

↔ 
2%

↔ 
$28

↔ 
2%

↔ 
Low $18 2% $30 1% $20 0%

Toronto
High $30

↑ 
8%

↔ 
$145

↑ 
3%

↓ 
$35

↑ 
4%

↓ 
Low $22 5% $50 1% $22 2%

Ottawa*
High n/a

↔ 
2%

↔ 
n/a

↔ 
1%

↓ 
$30

↔ 
3%

↔ 
Low n/a 1.5% n/a 1% $25 3%

Montreal
High $14

↓ 
5%

↔ 
$22

↓ 
4%

↔ 
$28

↔ 
2%

↓ 
Low $8 3% $15 2% $18 1%

Halifax
High $25

↑ 
13%

↓ 
$55

↑ 
2%

↓ 
$20

↓ 
6%

↔ 
Low $18 8% $45 1% $10 2%

Notes: Neighbourhood shopping centre lease rates are for a 2,000 SF in-line unit with 10-12 ft ceilings and ground level entry. 
Enclosed regional shopping centre lease rates are for a 4,000 SF unit. Power centre lease rates are for a 5,000 to 10,000 SF unit, 
which could be on a pad site, in a cluster of CRUs, or in-line in a strip.

* 2012 data
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