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Anemic, zero or negative growth. The economic 
outlook for 2009, both globally and for Montréal, 
is a uniform shade of gray. Even before the start 
of the year, we know that 2009 will not be a 
vintage year. 

As things began to unravel in the fall, the number 
of bailout requests and commitments began to 
swell in lockstep given that the more urgent the 
crisis, the greater the need to act.

in many respects, this is appropriate. still, just like 
excessive exuberance when things are good should 
be avoided, so too should extreme pessimism when 
things are bad. This means being circumspect 
about the steps we take to shore up the economy. 
in these tough times, there’s no doubt we have to 
act; but more than ever, we have to act carefully. 

Among the preferred measures, there is no ques-
tion that investment in improving and renewing 
infrastructures is an especially good way to stimu-
late economic activity in Quebec and Montréal. 

And in this regard – dare we say it? – Montréal is 
actually privileged, with many relevant and essen-
tial projects on the horizon. Although we need to 
speed up their implementation, we can do so confi-
dently because these projects have been good to 
go for some time now.

still in the spirit of carefulness, when stimulating 
the economy in the short term, we must not over-
look important aspects that will fuel long-term 
prosperity. Accordingly, talent and entrepreneur-
ship – two priority fields of action identified by 
the Board of Trade during the electoral campaign 
– should remain core concerns for both the newly 
elected officials and the business community. 

Lastly, the intensity of the crisis should not prevent 
us from making the distinction between its causes 
and its effects. Although the crisis unfurled in 
the form of an economic slowdown and a drop in 
demand, we must not forget that the problems 
all began with the credit crunch – specifically the 
subprime debacle in the u.s. 

we can only hope that consumer confidence will 
pick up – and that spending will once again drive 
the economy. That said, we need to practice some 
restraint here and also pay attention to saving, 
first, because the canadian savings rate has been 
declining for years, and second, because savings 
is a prerequisite to investing and in order for 
our economy to capitalize on the recovery when 
it happens, we will need to have that money to 
invest. 
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OUr ECOnOmiC indiCATOrs

Variation from

finAnCiAL mArkETs dECEmBEr 1, 2008 vALUE PrEviOUs mOnTh PrEviOUs yEAr

Bank of canada: key interest rate 2.25% - 25 basis points - 225 basis points

canadian dollar (vs us dollar) $0.8051  - $0.0158 - $0.1253

oil barrel price (wTi, in us dollar) $50.02 - 34.7% - 30.1%
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OUr ECOnOmiC indiCATOrs

indicator As of canada Quebec Montréal

ECOnOmiC ACTiviTy

gDP† Q3 2008 + 0.3% + 0.9% + 0.8%

LABOr mArkET

Jobs created† october 2008 + 1.3% + 0.3% - 0.3%

Activity rate october 2008 67.9% 65.6% 66.7%

unemployment rate october 2008 6.2% 7.2% 7.4%

COnsTrUCTiOn And rEAL EsTATE

Building permits† september 2008 + 2.3% + 14.3% + 17.2%

Housing starts† Q3 2008 - 18.9% - 18.0% - 27.8%

PUrshAsinG POWEr And COnsUmPTiOn

inflation† (cPi 2002=100) october 2008 + 2.6% + 2.3% + 2.3%

retail sales† Q3 2008 + 5.5% + 7.2% + 5.5%

inTErnATiOnAL TrAdE

Exports† september 2008 + 17.8% + 11.8% -

OUr ECOnOmiC indiCATOrs 
Canada, Quebec and montréal

†These variations are relative to the same period of 2007source : statistics canada, conference Board of canada, Institut de la statistique du Québec

source : Banque du canada, Energy information Administration



2007 rEsULTs

Montréal calgary ottawa Toronto Vancouver

gross domestic product (million $2002) 123,187 64,260 45,558 222,598 81,104

Personal income per capita (dollars) 34,161 52,197 40,523 37,683 35,387

Personal disponsable income per capita (dollars) 25,739 39,996 30,925 28,757 27,490

cPi (2002=100) 110.3 118 110.7 110.5 110.2

Employment (thousands) 1,902 681 652 2,866 1,223

unemployment rate 7% 3.2% 5.2% 6.8 % 4%

retail sales (million $) 40,857 21,868 14,302 57,977 25,392

Housing starts (thousands) 23.2 13.5 9.3 33.3 20.7

mOnTrÉAL: A mETrOPOLiTAn COmPArisOn
montréal, Calgary, Ottawa, Toronto and vancouver

2008 And 2009 fOrECAsTs
(Except the unemployment rate, all variations are from the previous year’s results)

Montréal calgary ottawa Toronto Vancouver

2008 2009 2008 2009 2008 2009 2008 2009 2008 2009

gross domestic product + 0.7% + 1.1% + 1.7% + 2.4% + 1.2% + 1.2% + 0.4% + 0.8% + 1.3% + 2.4%

Personal income per capita + 3.4% + 1.4% + 3.5% + 2.4% + 4.3% + 2.0% + 3.4% + 1.2% + 2.8% + 3.3%

Personal disposable income per capita + 4.8% + 1.4% + 4.0% + 2.4% + 5.1% + 2.0% + 4.2% + 1.1% + 3.6% + 3.3%

cPi (2002=100) + 2.5% + 1.7% + 3.7% + 2.6% + 2.7% + 2.1% + 2.9% + 1.9% + 2.9% + 2.2%

Employment - 0.5% - 1.0% + 3.1% + 0.8% + 2.4% - 0.7% + 1.7% - 0.3% + 0.9% + 1.2%

unemployment rate 7.3% 7.7% 3.4% 3.6% 5.0% 5.7% 6.8% 7.8% 4.1% 5.0%

retail sales + 4.0% + 3.9% + 1.5% + 4.5% + 5.9% + 4.0% + 5.7% + 3.6% + 0.2% + 3.9%

Housing starts + 0.4% - 18.4% - 8.9% - 29.3% + 6.5% - 18.2% + 25.5% - 21.3% - 1.9% - 17.2%

source: conference Board of canada To view the most recent data, please consult our online version at: www.montrealtrendchart.com

source: conference Board of canada
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More than ever, the financial crisis is defining 
the environment in which we live and  therefore 
continues to exert pressure on the global economy 
and more particularly, on international stock 
markets, which have closed down more than once 
in the past two months. Termed “virulent” by 
the international Monetary Fund (iMF), the crisis 
continues to foil predictions, such that the iMF has 
once again revised its forecasts for world growth 
downward. Thus, global gross domestic product 
(GdP) is now forecast at 3.7% for 2008 and 2.2% 
next year. These revisions are primarily due to 
slowing economic activity, which is now being 
witnessed to varying degrees in almost every 
country in the world.

in 2009, the fears of recession will be felt mainly in 
industrialized countries. That said, the  contraction 
will nonetheless be mild. The organization for 
Economic cooperation and Development (oEcD) 
expects the OECd area to contract by 0.3% next 
year. The iMF is calling for gDP to drop 0.5% in 
the euro zone due to negative growth in its largest 
member nations. For example, Germany and spain 
will see output fall by almost 0.8% and 0.7%, 
respectively, slightly more than the 0.6% and 
0.5% decreases expected in italy and france. The 
effects of the crisis will be more pronounced in the 
United kingdom, where gDP is poised to contract 
1.3% during the coming year.

The economic performance of emerging  countries 
has also been revised downward by the iMF. 
Although gDP growth has now been trimmed by a 
full percentage point, it is expected to  nevertheless 
come in at 5.1% in 2009. China should expand by 
about 8.5%, a pace not seen since 2001. More 
moderate growth is also predicted for india, 
where gDP should rise by 6.3% next year. The iMF 
revised russia’s figures more sharply than for the 
two preceding countries, shaving two full points 
off the country’s projected growth in its october 
forecasts, and bringing it down to 3.5% for 2009. 
Brazil, for its part, should expand by around 3%.

The Bric nations will therefore see positive 
growth rates that may appear fairly high given the 
current economic situation. nonetheless, these 
levels are still considerably below the initial fore-
casts and contrast sharply with the pace recorded 
in previous years.

Finally, the iMF is calling for a slight slowdown 
in world trade. After rising by 9.4% in 2006 and 
7.2% in 2007, the volume of world trade in goods 
and services will grow 4.2% this year and just 
2.1% in 2009.

it is clear today that the financial crisis, which 
spread like wildfire through the world’s  economies, 
cannot be stamped out at the same speed. it is 
against this backdrop that the finance ministers 

and central bank governors of 19 of the g201  
members met last month in washington to lay 
down the  foundation for reform to help ensure that 
a global crisis, such as this one, does not happen 
again. The g20 Declaration, which focused first 
on  strengthening financial market  transparency 
and accountability, as well as on reinforcing 
 international cooperation, forms the basis for 
the next g20 summit. scheduled between March 
31 and April 30, 2009, this upcoming meeting 
will serve to continue the reform of the global 
 financial systems.

A GLOBAL EnvirOnmEnT sTiLL UndEr sTrEss

1 The industrialized nations and emerging economies that make  
 up the g20 account for 90% of global gross national   
 product, 80% of world trade and two-thirds of the world’s  
 population. The 20th member of the g20 is the European  
 union,  represented by the President of the European council  
 and the President of the European central Bank.

On ThE rAdAr sCrEEn
2009 outlook
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The recent statistics on u.s. economic 
 performance confirm current fears. The latest 
data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) 
show that real gross domestic product (gDP) 
fell 0.5%  (annualized rate) in the third quarter, 
primarily due to a 3.7% decline in real consumer 
spending. This lacklustre performance is also 
attributable to the poor results posted by business 
investment (-5.6%) and residential construction 
investment, which tumbled 17.6% after posting a 
-13.3% drop in the second quarter. 

naturally, these results reflect on the labour 
market, as can be seen in the unemployment rate, 
which reached 6% in the third quarter, versus just 
5.3% in the preceding quarter. u.s. households 
are also seeing their incomes shrink; according to 
the BEA, real disposable income contracted 8.7% 
during the third quarter.   

The rBc Economics research forecasts are 
fairly gloomy for the fourth quarter, calling 
for consumer spending to decline by 1.5% and 
 business  investment to continue its downward 
slide with a drop of 11%. The Bank also expects 
residential construction investment to plunge by 
19%. consequently, gDP should fall by 2% in the 
fourth quarter. 

in light of these results, the initial forecasts that 
anticipated slight growth for 2009 have been 
revised, first towards zero growth and then again 
to reflect a mild recession. in its november World 
Economic Outlook Update, the iMF is projecting U.s. 
real GdP of -0.7% for 2009. More  conservative, the 
rBc Economics research november data  indicate 
a less dramatic drop of 0.1% next year.

The u.s. economy will therefore continue to post 
negative growth in the first three months of 2009, 
but should pick up gradually thereafter and move 
back into positive territory.

Consumer spending, which will slip 1.1% in the 
first quarter of 2009, should then pick up in the 
second (+0.9%) and third (+1.5%) quarters, and 
 accelerate even more in the last three months 
of the year (+2.2%). The same cannot be said 
for business investment, which is still viewed 
with pessimism and projected to drop every 
quarter next year (-8.4%, -4.7%, -1.8% and -1.1%). 
residential construction will also continue to 
have a rough ride, contracting by 11% in the first 
quarter, followed by decreases of 6.3%, 4% and 
1.8% in the following three quarters. 

consumer spending is projected to dip 0.4% in 
2009, a decline that will be tempered by an upturn 
in the back half of the year. For their part,  business 
spending and residential construction investment 
will be harder hit with respective reductions of 
6.2% and 11.7%.

UniTEd sTATEs:  
mOrE rEd ink 



The u.s. economy is going through a fairly  turbulent 
period whose outcome is difficult to fully predict. 
After the financial industry, more specifically, the 
investment banks, it is now the  manufacturing 
industry’s turn, namely, the Big Three automakers, 
to ask for help. it remains to be seen how the funds 
requested by Treasury secretary Henry Paulson 
and released by congress in early october will 
be used and what their effects will be on the u.s. 
financial system, the manufacturing sector and 
consumer sentiment south of the border.
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Based on the latest statistics, it looks like canada 
will not be spared from a recession after all. what 
remains to be seen is the duration and depth. 
while forecasts for canadian gDP in 2009 are 
still somewhat mixed, the fact is that they are all 
around zero. For example, in its november update, 
the international Monetary Fund (iMF) predicted 
that the canadian economy will only expand 0.3% 
next year, while the organization for Economic 
cooperation and Development (oEcD) pegs 
Canadian GdP at -0.5%.

There is no denying that canada will not be 
immune to global pressures, particularly those 
stemming from the health of the u.s. economy. 
consequently, in its october monetary policy 
report, the Bank of canada revised its gDP growth 
forecasts downward, from 2.3% to 0.6% for 2009. 
This deep contraction is mainly due to a drop in 
export volume, a sharp decline in commodity 
prices, and slowing domestic demand. 

Far from being uniform, this slowdown will affect 
the provinces differently. The main problem in the 
west is plunging energy and commodity prices. 
For its part, ontario will have to contend with 
its  crumbling auto sector, on which much of the 
 province’s industrial structure is based.  

Although we are starting to feel the effects of the 
global recession, the situation is not expected to 
last past the first half of next year, at which point 
gDP growth should gradually resume. Accordingly, 
after growing 0.4% in the first six months of 2009, 
the canadian economy should expand at a rate of 
just over 2% in the back half.

Quebec’s figures will be slightly different than 
for the nation. According to Desjardins group’s 
 economists, the province will manage to skirt 
the recession, mainly because its manufacturing 
sector does not rely on the u.s. auto industry. That 
said, Quebec GdP will be a paltry 0.3% next year. 

The fact that the bulk of Quebec’s exports, 
which typically account for over 50% of the 
 province’s gDP, are u.s. bound explains much of 
the  province’s downturn. And the fact that over 
75% of our exports end up south of the border 
means that Quebec’s growth estimates could still 
change depending on the duration and extent of 
the u.s. crisis. 

The outlook for domestic demand is also affected 
by the recent economic pressures. The conference 
Board of canada (cBoc) notes that Quebec 
consumer confidence is at its lowest ebb since 
1996, meaning that next year we can expect to see 
a decrease in consumer spending, a key driver of 
the province’s economic growth. while this may 
be disturbing news, the upside is that a cutback in 
spending means a potential reduction in  household 
indebtedness, which in Quebec currently stands 
at around 110% of annual income.  
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in light of the difficulties on the horizon, the cBoc 
does not see 2009 as a good year for employment 
in Quebec. in fact, the province is expected to lose 
11,000 jobs next year, pushing the unemployment 
rate up to around 8%.     

That said, the Quebec economy has so far  withstood 
the turbulence around it, and public investments 
planned to improve infrastructures, estimated at 
$30 billion by the cBoc over the next five years, 
will help shore up the economy and especially the 
construction industry.  

The outlook for greater Montréal is slightly 
better. while the city will not be spared from the 
 downturn, the worst will be over by year-end, and 
after expanding a slight 0.7% in 2008, montréal 
real GdP is projected to reach 1.1% next year. while 
these figures are a far cry from the 2% average 
recorded in the last few years, they at least mean 
no recession – for the time being at least. 

The current economic situation will, however, have 
an impact on employment in the city. According 
to the cBoc, payrolls will shrink by 1% next year, 
bringing Montréal’s employment level to around 
1.873 million people and driving the  unemployment 
rate up a tad from 7.3% in 2008 to 7.7% in 2009.  

Lastly, although slightly softer, retail sales should 
remain robust and surpass last year’s growth of 
3.4%. Thus, the forecast is for a 4% increase this 
year and 3.9% in 2009. Based on this projection, 
it looks like local domestic demand will hold up 
next year. This, along with public investments, 
 estimated at $7.85 billion by the cBoc, in the 
superhospital construction, the replacement of the 
Turcot interchange, the completion of Autoroute 
25, the modernization of notre-Dame street, and 
the Quartier des spectacles projects should help 
Montréal keep its head above water for the next 
few years.  
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The fluctuations in the price of oil in recent years 
have been extraordinary, if not disconcerting. As 
proof, a barrel of west Texas intermediate (wTi), 
which in september 2008 traded at us$104.11, 
was worth just us$26.20 in september 2001, an 
increase of 297% in 7 years. And the difference 
between its maximum and minimum values is frankly 
 unbelievable: a 590% increase from us$19.39 in 
December 2001 to us$133.88 in June 2008! 

But what happens when the price, usually expressed 
in u.s. dollars, is converted to canadian dollars? The 
fact is that the price of oil quoted in u.s. dollars does 
not tell the whole story about the impact of  gasoline 
prices on canadian businesses and consumers. 
This is particularly true if we consider the sharp 
swings in the canadian dollar. As such, although 
substantial at 168%, the increase in the price of oil 
between september 2001 and september 2008, 
when converted to canadian dollars, is well below 
the 297% increase when expressed in u.s. currency. 
similarly, the difference between the maximum and 
minimum price is 345%. it is clear, therefore, that 
the peaks and troughs marking the fluctuations in 
the cost of oil are less pronounced when quoted in 
canadian rather than u.s. dollars.

The relationship between the value of our currency 
and oil has been clearly established. in 2005, 
Export Development canada (EDc) established a 
 relationship which clearly showed that canada had 
a petrodollar. The fluctuations in the value of our

fLUCTUATinG OiL PriCEs 
AffECT ThE U.s. And CAnAdA diffErEnTLy

ChAnGE in ThE PriCE Of A BArrEL Of OiL (WTi) / PriCE in JAnUAry 2001 = 100

source : Based on data from the Bank of canada and the Energy information Administration. 
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currency would be based, in part, on changes in the 
price of crude. The result is that increases in the 
price of oil have not been as sharp or disruptive in 
canada than in our neighbours to the south.

it is also interesting to view this issue from the 
point of view of exchange rates. The price of a 
barrel of wTi is often quoted in u.s. dollars while 
the canadian dollar is quoted in u.s. cents. As a 
result, a  depreciation in the greenback benefits our 
currency and, accordingly, tempers increases in the 
price of oil.

From this viewpoint, a decrease in the price of oil 
also has less of an effect on our economy. A less 
expensive barrel, due to its influence on the value 
of the canadian dollar, will not necessarily reflect as 
dramatically at the pump as in the united states.
 

The u.s. economy has therefore felt the brunt of the 
upward trend in oil prices, whereas in canada, as a 
net exporter of oil, these movements have evolved 
within a narrower range despite the fact that they 
have been fully felt by canadian businesses and 
consumers.
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The sharp decline in closing prices on the Toronto 
stock Exchange began to look like a freefall in 
the final months of 2008. The s&P/TsX index 
lost close to 40% of its value between July 2 
and november 19, and the string of alarmist 
 newspaper headlines floated the spectre of a 
crisis whose  repercussions would last far longer 
than initially forecast.

in some respects, the fluctuations in the s&P/
TsX index are similar to those of canada’s total 
gDP in that they reflect an aggregate value 
without regard to geographic differences. while 
the general trend of listed Quebec companies can 
be determined by tracking the movements of the 
Toronto stock Exchange, subtleties are harder to 
discern.

To offer a stock market index that more  faithfully 
describes the different provincial economic 
 situations, the Centre d’analyse et de suivi de 
l’Indice Québec (cAsiQ)1 developed a series of 
territorial indicators calibrated to reflect only the 
activities of companies in a given territory.

The above graph of comparative changes in 
these territorial indices between July 2 and 
november 19, 2008, shows a similar downward 
trend, although its severity varies widely from 
one  province to the other.

ThE sTOCk mArkET sECrETs Of TErriTOriAL indiCEs
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 1 cAsiQ is the result of a partnership between the Institut  
 de recherche en économie contemporaine (irÉc) and the  
 Department of Finance, université de sherbrooke.
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The British columbia (icB-20) and Alberta 
 (iAB-25) indices lost almost half their value since 
July 2 (-56% for the icB-20 index and -47% for 
the iAB-25 index), whereas the relative indicators 
for ontario (io-40) and Quebec (iQ-30) fell 35% 
and 18%, respectively. Accordingly, Quebec has 
posted the smallest losses since the start of the 
financial crisis.

These differences stem largely from the different 
industry weighting in each provincial index. it is 
therefore not surprising to see sharp variations 
in the values describing activity in the canadian 
west given the wide fluctuations in the prices of 
energy and commodities, which play a big role in 

these economies. indeed, commodities make up 
64.4% of the icB-20 while energy accounts for 
77% of the iAB-25. 

The movements in the iQ-30 and the io-40, which 
comprise just over 40% financial stocks, were by 
comparison less pronounced and in many respects 
reflect the fairly limited impact of the  international 
crisis on canadian financial institutions as well as 
our confidence in our banking system.

what can we learn from this? The Quebec index 
(iQ-30) shows us that the Quebec economy is 
founded on solid sectors that appear, for the 
moment, to be sheltered from speculative bubbles. 

And this may very well help us when the winds of 
the global storm have calmed and the time comes 
to bounce back.
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in the 2006 census, statistics canada counted 
close to 740,000 people of immigrant origin in the 
Montréal census metropolitan area (cMA). Due to 
a considerable influx over the past decade, one in 
five Montrealers were born outside of canada, a 
figure that is half that of Toronto and Vancouver, 
where the rates are 46% and 40%, respectively.

Proportion and source of recent immigration
Elsewhere in Quebec, there are only 111,200 new 
canadians, i.e. one immigrant per 35 residents 
(less than 3% of the population), scattered over 
a vast territory that accounts for just a little more 
than half of all residents in the province. 

Among immigrants in the Montréal cMA, three out 
of four opt to live on the island of Montréal to the 
detriment of the suburbs. Those residents born 
beyond our borders and non-permanent residents 
(foreign students, temporary workers, people with 
refugee status and their families) total 600,000, 
i.e. one-third of the citizens of the island of 
Montréal. This ratio is only one in ten elsewhere 
in the cMA. This significant density of immigrants 
on the island of Montréal is  attributable to the 
high  concentration of  organizations devoted to 
 immigration, the relatively affordable cost of 
housing and the presence of numerous fellow 
countrymen, teaching institutions, religious 
 institutions, and the metro.

in canada, during the last inter-census period, 
Toronto was the most popular urban destination 
for immigrants (448,000), ahead of Montréal 
(165,000) and Vancouver (144,000). The majority of 
Montréal’s new arrivals came, in descending order, 
from china, Algeria, Morocco, romania, France, 
Haiti, Lebanon, colombia, Pakistan, Mexico, india, 
Philippines, united states, Democratic republic of 
congo, russia, sri Lanka, Bangladesh and iran.

impact on the labour pool and comparison with 
Toronto and vancouver
Most new arrivals are young, hold a post-secondary 
diploma or have sufficient money to be  considered 
as immigrant investors. They can therefore help 
stimulate their host country’s economy. For 
example, the median age in the Montréal cMA 
increased by only 1.4 years between the last two 
censuses, whereas it rose by 2.9 years elsewhere 
in Quebec. Also, during this interval, the working 
population in the cMA increased by almost 
160,000 people (i.e. 9%) compared with 115,000 
(i.e. 6%) elsewhere in the province.

in canada, the Montréal cMA has the highest 
proportion of people able to hold a conversation 
in both official languages (52%), far ahead of 
Toronto and Vancouver (8% each). only 21% of 
Montréal residents have a mother tongue that is 
not an official language, i.e. half that of Vancouver 
(40%) and Toronto (43%).

Among people aged 25-64, the percentage 
of  post-secondary graduates or those with 
 professional training is 66% in all three 
 metropolises. in Montréal, however, only 15% 
acquired this valuable certificate outside canada, 
a ratio that is half that observed in the other two 
metropolises. in general, a degree obtained in 
canada is better accepted by employers, the latter 
claiming to be better able to gauge its value.

Conclusion
in an economic situation of relatively low 
 unemployment and an increasing scarcity of 
labour, larger numbers of occupations may begin 
to experience shortages. The constant supply 
of additional workers is slowing the threat of 
 shortages and further encourages companies to 
want to invest in the Montréal agglomeration.
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dEmOGrAPhiC ChAnGEs in ThE mETrOPOLis:
mOrE immiGrAnTs, mOrE QUALifiEd ThAn EvEr

written by François gauvin, research and Analysis Directorate, 
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