SIPP’s Monthly Economic Recovery Dashboard
July 2020 Commentary
Introduction
In 2017 the South Island Prosperity Partnership (SIPP) started to gather data for a set of indicators that could inform
the business and community leaders how the Greater Victoria regional economy was doing from a holistic, year-overyear perspective. This viewpoint, supported through generous sponsorship from Coastal Community Credit Union,
enables decision-makers to set long-term goals and measure progress along the way. However, part way through
production of our 2020 edition, the world completely changed. To adapt to this need for “real-time” data, SIPP
launched this Monthly Economic Recovery Dashboard in May as a complementary tool of the annual index and as a
way for the Rising Economy Taskforce to track the region’s economic fall-out and recovery in the months to come.
This second edition reports on the 12 indicators that were introduced in the May edition (with exception of two due to
data availability). We are working with the Rising Economy Taskforce to determine what additional indicators are
needed to get a more complete picture. We will introduce these as data become available.
Overview
All indicators are tracked at the regional (Greater Victoria Census Metropolitan Area) level with the exception of
building permits, which are tracked at the CRD level (therefore including Gulf Islands and Electoral Districts).
•
•

•

•

•

10 of the 12 indicators were updated since the previous edition.
Of particular concern are the indicators related to tourism and travel, since our region relies on these incomes
for many jobs and also the viability of properties that create valuable tax revenues that support local
government services. This is clearly the most drastic and hard-hitting economic shock this region as ever seen.
We still do not know how many tourism, hospitality, restaurant and other peripheral businesses will be able to
survive. We don’t know if hotels can weather this storm without significant government support. Destination
Greater Victoria estimates that long-term impacts on our region over the next 10-14 months could exceed
$1.4 billion.
Also of concern are the rapid drop-offs of building permits normally approved throughout our region each and
every month by local governments. We are hoping that this drop-off was due to process-related delays (e.g.
municipal staff working remotely, lack of public hearings, etc.) and not due to sharp drop in market
confidence. A ripple-effect of a construction slow-down will be felt as this sector employs over 15,000 of our
200,000 workforce thanks to rapid growth of the industry averaging 6.3% between 2014 and 2018 in the
region, including a 20-year high gain of 13% in 2017.
A positive signal we have received is the BC Transit ridership is starting to improve again. Though the May and
June data will not be available until next week, anecdotally, BC Transit has reported improvements. This
means more people are getting back to work and taking transit for shopping and other outings—signals of
positive economic churn. However, the ridership levels will not be able to return to normal without students,
especially Camosun and UVic students, which make up significant portions of BC Transit’s ridership.
The unemployment rates being reported may knock you off your feet (since these are record highs for our
relatively stable region), but these are expected to soften downwards when the June numbers come out next
week. Nevertheless, with the tourism impact don’t expect to see anything like what we’ve grown accustomed
to in the Victoria CMA in recent years. Our reign as Canada’s capital of low unemployment rates has come to
an end—at least for the time being.

Monthly Indicators (with three-month trend lines and year-over-year comparisons)

Unemployment
• It might seem like forever ago that our region had the lowest unemployment rate in Canada at just 3.2%, but it
was just a few months back (in February). But, sadly, this pandemic and the induced shut-down has taken a
harsh toll on our region due to our high reliance on tourism, travel, hospitality and food-related employment
(the third highest percentage of jobs of any metro-region in Canada). At 10.6% unemployment, this marks the
highest rate since these metrics have been measured in the region. Even after the Great Recession that
followed the 2008/09 financial crisis, the Victoria CMA unemployment rate peaked at 7.4%. As BC enters
Phase 3 of the re-open plan, we hope that these May figures show signs of lowering when the June numbers
come out next week; and if not, for sure by July. Although, we certainly have many months of economic
uncertainty ahead and with that a higher unemployment rate than we’re used to.
Employment Insurance
• These data are a few months lagged in terms of availability. This figure will be complementary to the
unemployment figure but will also show us how many people are caught in the post-pandemic recession,
which will be a more holistic measure of how fast our recovery can be over time. Future versions will reveal
more information here.

Hotel Occupancy
This chart shows the average occupancy across the Greater Victoria region for each month on a lagged
reporting period (with work completed each month by Chemistry Consulting group). As you can see, the
region was hit with a sharp drop-off starting in March when the pandemic was declared and border closures
and travel advisories soon followed. The occupancy rate in May at just over 15% did improve slightly from its
staggering low in April of just over 12%, though another concerning metric on top of this is the average room
rates. Last year at this time, local hotels were averaging over $200 per night. This number now sits just over
$100. Even if people in BC (and eventually domestically across Canada) invest heavily in “staycations”, this will
alleviate only a small portion of the normal occupancies as a significant percentage of our total visitors come
from the US.

BC Ferries (Swartz Bay – Tsawwassen)
•

•
•

There are two indicators here that might tell us about the general openness of British Columbia internally,
with emphasis on the connection of the general population to and from the Capital Region to the lower
mainland: the number of vehicles and the number of passengers. We elected to include both to account for
potential changes in travel behaviour.
It’s no surprise that these numbers, though still remarkably low year-over-year, have started to increase over
the lows seen during the “shut-down” period in April. This is a good indication of just how important BC
Ferries’ infrastructure is to our region.
With the tourism impacts, we are not expecting ferry ridership to return to anywhere near the 2019 numbers
shown on the graphs for each month; the fall and winter numbers may get closer to normal.

Victoria International Airport (passenger count)
•

•

It’s hard to overstate the importance of a healthy and active airport when it comes to a vibrant, globallyconnected, 21st century city economy. Over the last decade our region has grown its international connectivity
immensely. A long-standing direct connection to San Francisco and a more recent three-times daily connection
into Delta’s Seattle hub (both cancelled in recent years) were healthy indicators that our region was becoming
more connected and intertwined with major economies in Cascadia and North California.
With this in mind, it is quite shocking to see how drastically these numbers fell off. Our award-winning,
customer-oriented airport is no longer able to perform at the peak it worked hard to achieve over the last
decade. That stated, domestic travel will help off-set some of the lost revenues that the airport authority
needs to maintain its world-class quality infrastructure and long-term capital planning. While our strong
passenger counts in recent years may not return for quite some time, our airport’s strong fiscal management
approach should help protect them against some of the troubles other airports across Canada are facing. That
stated, assistance from the senior governments will be needed in order to ensure long-term financial health
can be maintained.

BC Transit (average weekday boardings across Victoria Regional Transit System)
•

•

We selected this indicator specifically for weekdays as a proxy for two things: first, more bus ridership as our
economy opens back up reveals a certain confidence that people have in being in close proximity to each
other (even though we know that social distancing and mask-wearing will be the norm, for the foreseeable
future at least). Second, it tells us that the economy is reactivating slightly. Even though the full ridership will
not be possible (due to school closures and the loss of post-secondary student riders for many months to
come), more boardings on weekdays likely means more people traveling to work across the region.
The May and June data for weekly ridership will both be available next week but were not yet available upon
publishing of the July report. Anecdotally however, BC Transit has reported to us that the ridership has started
to increase from the lows seen in March and April.

Real Estate: Prices (Greater Victoria)
•
•

•

2019 housing starts were historically solid, albeit below the 42-year high reached in 2018. Inventories of
unsold new homes were not high enough to discourage construction but price growth has been increasing.
There are two indicators here (selected from the monthly reporting done by the Victoria Real Estate Board):
Single-detached home (benchmark price) and condo (benchmark price). In order to accurately reflect the
status of the market in a consistent manner, VREB uses a specific definition to describe these products, which
they call their benchmark price. Also, an important note that VREB recommends using caution with pricing
reports since there are many variables at play (like interest rate changes, dates that policy changes take effect,
demographic shifts, strength of external markets, etc.) that can impact these numbers. However, the
benchmark prices might tell us about consumer confidence (willingness to invest) and the indirect impacts that
real estate sales have on other sectors of the economy. As shown in the three-month trends, the prices of
both the single detached and condo benchmarks are increasing year over year, but show a slow-down in the
condo market.
However, as it turns out, perhaps real estate prices are not the best metric to use during this particular
recession. Normally during recessionary periods, the prices tend to drop as the consumer appetite to make
large purchases declines. What we’re seeing here is that after the shut-down and stronger distancing
measures in March and April let off a bit, the prices (single-detached) started to climb slightly. This is partially
due to lower number of listings (basic supply/demand economic principles) and likely some pent up demand
from people who were already thinking of buying before the pandemic hit. This did not play out fully in the
condo market as prices dropped slightly in June—but not drastically just yet.

Real Estate: Sale Volume (Greater Victoria)
•
•
•

The second part of the real estate indicators is the sale volume, perhaps a better indicator of consumer
confidence than the prices since it would provide the context in which the prices are operating.
We left the Feb-April graph in place just to show how fast the sales volume dropped off in April; but the next
graph (showing April-June) shows how fast it picked back up again (even exceeding the YoY for June).
It will be interesting to monitor how the post-COVID recession might impact market confidence in the months
to come. If less people list their homes due to less people buying, it may actually lead to prices that remain
high, even though recession conditions drive the demand down overall.

Region-wide Building Permits Issued
•

Two indicators we’re tracking in building permits are summarized as residential building permits and
commercial/non-residential building permits by total value issued across the capital region. Permitting is a
long-term process and therefore is not a good indicator of real time economic slow-down (or uptick!).
However, using year over year and three-month trend lines over time will tell us about the confidence in our
market. This is an area that lagged in the capital region after the 2008-2009 recession and in fact, took years to
get back up to the 2007 record-breaking year that nearly reached a billion in permits (across all categories).
The record has since been exceeded several times so it will be interesting to monitor how the market responds
in the months to come. The capital region is a fairly solid market for long-term real estate investment and
therefore any set-backs in this area (as is starting to show in the slowdown of residential building permits both
month over month and year over year) should be temporary—but how long will the slowdown last?

•

The permitting data for April and May are definitely revealing a sharp slow-down in the values of permits
issued, especially in the commercial/non-residential categories. A closer look at the year-over-year numbers
reveals what our region might normally expect to approve over these months. At this point it is difficult to
assume whether this slow-down is due to developers pulling intended projects out of the process; or if this
was more a matter of a slowed down approvals process due to Municipal staffing issues or lack of public
hearings (and other process-related delays). Our bet (and with fingers crossed!) is that it’s more the latter.
However, a long-term slow-down in construction would not be a surprising outcome given that the severity of
this recession is still revealing itself.

•
•

The residential permits have been trending downward in the months prior to the pandemic hitting
and that trend has obviously continued.
2018 was nearly a record year for housing starts in the region with 4,270 (just shy of 1976’s record
high of 4,440 units), but 2019 was already starting to show a slow-down. However, demand for
product in Greater Victoria is still strong and therefore an easing labour market might enable the
industry to keep things going strong in the near term, though likely not hitting 2018 levels anytime
soon.

The Monthly Economic Recovery Dashboard is produced by:

Learn more about SIPP: www.southislandprosperity.ca
Read the latest updates from the Rising Economy Taskforce: https://southislandprosperity.ca/rising-economy-taskforce/
Read SIPP’s annualized indicators within the South Island Prosperity Index: https://southislandprosperity.ca/prosperity-index/

Disclaimer:
These graphs were produced by the South Island Prosperity Partnership (SIPP) for the purpose of economic development strategic
decision-making and public information. Data are from reliable third parties and valid sources; however, caution should be used if
and when using these data for business or investment decisions. SIPP is not liable for financial implications due to interpreting
these data. Please contact us should you have questions: info@southislandprosperity.ca

