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The construction 
sector is presently gen-
erating several big news 
stories. One relates 
to building material 
costs; another concerns 
infrastructure spending 
plans. But in this 
article, through stand-
alone graphs, I’d like to 
show the boom that is 
currently underway in 

housing starts, evident more so in Canada, 
but also quite apparent in the United States.

In March, U.S. housing starts climbed 
above 1.7 million units seasonally adjusted 
and annualized (SAAR) for the first time 
since before the previous recession (i.e., the 
2008-09 ‘global financial crisis’). Meanwhile, 
in Canada, housing starts have soared more 
than 50% above their long-term average 
(200,000 units) and 20% beyond their pre-
vious cyclical high point (277,000 units).

In March, Canadian new home starts 
skyrocketed to 335,000 units SAAR, 
according to CMHC. That’s a figure I doubt 
many analysts thought they would see any 
time soon, especially given that population 
growth through immigration has slowed 
to a crawl due to pandemic-related border-
crossing closures.

Absent the inflow of individuals from 
afar, the housing booms in both the U.S. and 
Canada are being generated domestically. 
Working from home to combat COVID-19’s 
spread is inspiring a whole lot of people to 
want to upgrade the ambience of where they 
are now spending almost all their time.

Plus, bargain interest rates are hanging 
on ‘financing trees’ like bright shiny baubles 
to be grabbed before they disappear.

In the following 12 graphs, the text boxes 
will lead readers through a story that will 
hopefully be the first of many indicating 
much sturdier underpinnings for the U.S. 
and Canadian economies as we transition 
away from the health crisis and towards sun-
nier prospects.

To be continued in Economy at a Glance, 
Vol. 17, Issue 67.

Who knew a pandemic would lead to a housing boom? (Part 1)

For more articles by Alex Carrick on the Canadian and 
U.S. economies, please visit: www.constructconnect.
com/blog. 

For more economic charts and articles, visit:  
https://canada.constructconnect.com/ 

canadata/forecaster 

Graph 1: U.S. Monthly Housing Starts –  
Seasonally Adjusted at Annual Rates (SAAR)

Graph 4: U.S. Total Monthly  
Housing Starts – Seasonally  

Adjusted at Annual Rates (SAAR)

The last data points are for March 2021.

Data source: U.S. Census Bureau  
(Department of Commerce). 

Chart: ConstructConnect — CanaData.  

The last data point is for March, 2021.
Data source: U.S. Census Bureau (Department of Commerce).
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Year and month

To accommodate population growth & family formations, the equilibrium level for U.S. housing
starts is thought to be 1.6 million units. The monthly average over the past 20 years, however, has 
been 1.25 million. Lately, for the most part, starts have been fluctuating between those 2 levels.

20-year monthly averge 
level = 1.25 million units

U.S. TOTAL MONTHLY HOUSING STARTS
SEASONALLY ADJUSTED AT ANNUAL RATES (SAAR)

Mar 2021 = 1.739 million units

Equilibrium level = 1.6 million units

Graph 2: Canada Monthly Housing Starts –  
Seasonally Adjusted at Annual Rates (SAAR)

Graph 3: U.S. and Canada Monthly Housing Starts –  
Seasonally Adjusted at Annual Rates (SAAR)

The last data points are for March 2021. 
ARROWS: U.S. numbers to be read from left axis;  
Canadian from right axis.

Data sources: U.S. Census Bureau &  
Canada Mortgage and Housing Corp. (CMHC). 

Chart: ConstructConnect — CanaData.  

 

        
           Last data points are for March, 2021. ARROWS: U.S. nos. to be read from left axis; Canadian from right axis. 

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau & Canada Mortgage & Housing Corp (CMHC) / Chart: ConstructConnect-CanaData.
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U.S. Canada

The U.S. was catching up to its northern neighbor, but then Canadian starts launched into orbit 
at the beginning of this year. On a relative population basis, Canada has recorded a higher level 

of home groundbreakings than the U.S. in every month for the past 16 straight  years.

The U.S. has a population that is 9x greater than Canada's, not the 
10x figure that is usually assumed. Hence, the scales of the  vertical 

axes are correctly proportional (3.5 million x 1/9 = 389,000.) 

U.S. AND CANADA MONTHLY HOUSING STARTS 
SEASONALLY ADJUSTED AT ANNUAL RATES (SAAR)

         Data source: U.S. Census Bureau (Department of Commerce) /
 Chart: ConstructConnect-CanaData.
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Year and month

2020
2019

2021

United States' annual starts:
2015 = 1.112 million units   (+10.9%);
2016 = 1.174 million units     (+5.6%);
2017 = 1.203 million units     (+2.5%);
2018 = 1.250 million units     (+3.9%);
2019 = 1.290 million units        (+3.2%);
2020 = 1.380 million units        (+7.0%);

U.S. MONTHLY HOUSING STARTS 
SEASONALLY ADJUSTED AT ANNUAL RATES (SAAR)

Jan-Mar Avg. 2020 = 1.484 million units;
Jan-Mar Avg. 2021 = 1.613 million units (+8.6% ytd).

Mar 2021's 1.739 million units was the best since the last recession.

  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Data Source:  Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) /
Chart: ConstructConnect-CanaData.
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2020

2019

Canada's Annual Starts:
2015 = 195,535 units   (+3.3%);
2016 = 197,915 units   (+1.2%);                                   
2017 = 219,763 units (+11.0%);
2018 = 212,843 units    (-3.1%); 
2019 = 208,685 units    (-2.0%);
2020 = 217,802 units    (+4.4%).

Jan-Mar Avg. 2020 = 207,100 units;
Jan-Mar Avg. 2021 = 307,700 units (+48.5% ytd).

335,000 units SAAR in Mar 2021 soared way past previous record high levels.

2021

CANADA MONTHLY HOUSING STARTS 
SEASONALLY ADJUSTED AT ANNUAL RATES (SAAR)

Data source: U.S. Census Bureau (Department of Commerce). 
Chart: ConstructConnect — CanaData.  

Data source: Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC). 
Chart: ConstructConnect — CanaData.  
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In the following 
graphs, the text boxes 
will lead readers through 
a story that will hope-
fully be the first of many 
indicating much stur-
dier underpinnings for 
the U.S. and Canadian 
economies as we transi-

tion away from the health crisis and towards 
sunnier prospects.
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Graph 6: U.S. Monthly Residential Building Permits –  
Seasonally Adjusted at Annual Rates (SAAR)

The last data points are for March 2021.

Data source: U.S. Census Bureau  
(Department of Commerce). 

Charts: ConstructConnect — CanaData.  

Latest data point is for March, 2021. Data source: U.S. Census Bureau (Department of Commerce)
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U.S. residential building permits in Mar 2021 were +2.7% vs Feb 2021. Compared with Mar 2020, 
they were +30.2%. 'Permits' generally set the pace for 'starts' (i.e., they lead by a couple of months). 

U.S. MONTHLY RESIDENTIAL BUILDING PERMITS
SEASONALLY ADJUSTED AT ANNUAL RATES (SAAR)

From late 2016 through early 2019, 'permits' became stuck at around 
1.3 million units (SAAR). In the last couple of years, they've broken free. 
First, they shot upwards, only to descend sharply when the coronavirus 
appeared on the scene. Lately, though, they've been much improved. 

March 2021 = 1.766 million units

Graph 5: U.S. Single-Family & Multi-Family Monthly Housing 
Starts – Seasonally Adjusted at Annual Rates (SAAR)

 

Last data points are for March, 2021.
    Data source: U.S. Census Bureau (Department of Commerce) / Chart: ConstructConnect-CanaData.                
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Year and month

Single-family

Multi-family

In the individual month of March 2021, single-family starts were +15.3% m/m and 
+40.7% y/y; multi-family starts were +30.8% m/m and +28.8% y/y/. From the curves in 
the graph, 'singles' have clearly become the prime driver of the pickup in total starts.  

U.S. SINGLE-FAMILY & MULTI-FAMILY HOUSING STARTS 
SEASONALLY ADJUSTED AT ANNUAL RATES (SAAR)

Individual month of Mar 2021:
Singles = 1,238,000 units;

Multiples =    501,000 units;
Total = 1,739,000 units.

Data source: U.S. Census Bureau  
(Department of Commerce). 

Charts: ConstructConnect — 
CanaData.  

Based on averages of monthly seasonally adjusted 
and annualized (SAAR) unit starts. * ‘Singles’ includes 
townhouse complexes, except when multiple units have 
common heating & air conditioning.

Data source: U.S. Census Bureau. 
Chart: ConstructConnect — CanaData.  

Graph 7: U.S. Regional 
Housing Starts (SAAR) 

– March 2021

Graph 8: U.S. Housing Starts 
Jan-Mar 2021 vs Jan-Mar 2020  

% Changes

U.S. Northeast Housing Starts U.S. Midwest Housing starts:

U.S. South Housing Starts U.S. West Housing starts:

 

Data source: U.S. Census Bureau (Department of Commerce) / Chart: ConstructConnect-CanaData.
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Jan-Mar Avg. 2020 = 140,700 units;
Jan-Mar Avg. 2021 = 166,300 units (+18.2%);
March 2021 m/m = +64.0%; y/y = +116.7%.

U.S. Northeast annual starts:
2019 = 114,800 units; 2020 = 111,500 units (-2.9%).

U.S. South annual starts:
2019 = 684,800 units; 2020 = 735,500 units (+7.4%).

U.S. West annual starts:
2019 = 321,000 units; 2020 = 341,000 units (+6.2%).

U.S. Midwest annual starts:
2019 = 169,400 units; 2020 = 191,600 units (+13.1%).

Jan-Mar Avg. 2020 = 177,000 units;
Jan-Mar Avg. 2021 = 216,700 units (+22.4%);
March 2021 m/m = +122.8%; y/y = +87.0%.

Jan-Mar Avg. 2020 = 788,700 units;
Jan-Mar Avg. 2021 = 821,700 units (+4.2%);
March 2021 m/m = +13.5%; y/y = +24.0%.

Jan-Mar Avg. 2020 = 378,000 units;
Jan-Mar Avg. 2021 = 408,000 units (+7.9%);
March 2021 m/m = -13.6%; y/y = +19.5%.

U.S. REGIONAL HOUSING STARTS (SAAR) - MARCH, 2021

Based on averages of monthly seasonally adjusted and annualized (SAAR) unit starts.
   * 'Singles' includes townhouse complexes, except when multiple units have common heating & air conditioning.    

Data source: U.S. Census Bureau / Chart: ConstructConnect-CanaData.

 
 

Name of file: "Can vs U.S. House Monthly (Mar 21).xlsx"

8.6%

19.3%
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7.9%
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Total U.S.

Singles

Multiples

Northeast

Midwest

South

West

Ytd % Change

Singles* as % of Ytd 
Total Starts = 71.6%

Multiples as % of Ytd 
Total Starts = 28.4%

Northeast as % of 
Ytd Total Starts = 

10.3%

Midwest as % of 
Ytd Total Starts = 

13.4%

South as % of Ytd 
Total Starts = 

51.0% 

West as % of Ytd 
Total Starts = 

25.3%

Single-family starts have been vastly outperforming multi-unit starts this year to date, +19.3% to -11.4%. On a 
percentage-change basis, the Northeast (+18.2%) & Midwest (+22.4%) regions have shone brighter than the South 

(+4.2%) & West (+7.9%). But the South accounts for half of the total U.S. figure and the West, one-quarter. 

U.S. HOUSING STARTS
JAN-MAR 2021 vs JAN-MAR 2020 % CHANGE
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In the following 
graphs, the text boxes 
will lead readers through 
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indicating much stur-
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Graph 11: Percent Change in Year-to-Date Housing Starts – Ranking Of Canada’s Provinces 
(Jan-Mar 2021 vs Jan-Mar 2020)

Graph 12: Percent Change in Year-To-Date Housing Starts – Ranking of Canada’s Major Cities 
(Jan-Mar 2021 vs Jan-Mar 2020)

Canada’s Census Met-
ropolitan Areas (CMAs) 
have core populations of 
50,000 plus.

Canada’s 6 CMAs with 
populations in excess of 
1 million are in capital 
letters.

Data source: Canada 
Mortgage & Housing  
Corporation (CMHC) 

based on actuals  
rather than seasonally 

adjusted data. 
Charts: ConstructConnect 

— CanaData.  

Source: Canada Mortgage & Housing Corporation (CMHC) based on actuals rather than seasonally adjusted data.
Chart: ConstructConnect-CanaData.
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Provinces 

The prior cyclical peak for Canadian housing starts was 277,000 units SAAR in February, 2007, 
shortly before the sub-prime mortgage quagmire in the U.S. and a global financial crisis 

brought on a recession. (The most recent bottom was 112,000 units in April, 2009). 

PERCENT CHANGE IN YEAR-TO-DATE HOUSING STARTS –
RANKING OF CANADA'S PROVINCES

(JAN-MAR 2021 vs JAN-MAR 2020)

Canadian housing starts have consistently averaged 200,000 units per 
month seasonally adjusted & annualized (SAAR) since the turn of the 
century in 2000. That's why it's such extraordinary news that in the 

latest month (March 2021), they shot up to 335,000 units SAAR.

              

Canada's Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs) have core populations of 50,000 plus.
              Canada's 6 CMAs with populations in excess of 1 million are in capital letters. 

 Actuals: Canada Mortgage & Housing Corporation/CMHC (not seasonally adjusted) / Chart: ConstructConnect-CanaData.
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Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs)

The graph features a slightly shortened list of cities and their housing starts performances. March is only 
three months into the year and for some cities, the volume in either the numerator or the denominator (or 

both) of the percentage-change formula is too small to make the calculated result meaningful. 

PERCENT CHANGE IN YEAR-TO-DATE HOUSING STARTS –
RANKING OF CANADA'S MAJOR CITIES

(JAN-MAR 2021 vs JAN-MAR 2020)

Among the nation's six largest cities, by population, Vancouver is the standout, 
recording a year-to-date increase in housing starts of +67%. Montreal is also 
setting a torrid pace, +61%. Toronto has picked up steam recently and now 

stands at +41.%. Only Edmonton is showing hesitancy, -1%. 

Graph 9: Year to Date Residential Permits Issued (Units)  
in the 36 Most Populous U.S. Metro Statistical Areas (MSAs),  

(Jan-Mar 2021)

Graph 10: Percent Change in Year-to-Date Housing Permits 
Issued (Units) in the 36 Most Populous U.S. Metro Statistical 

Areas (MSAs) (Jan-Mar 2021 vs Jan-Mar 2020)

At the city level, the number of residential building permits 
issued serves as a proxy for housing starts.

Data source: U.S. Census Bureau. 
Charts: ConstructConnect — CanaData.  

At the city level, the number of residential building permits issued serves as a proxy for housing starts.  
Data source: U.S. Census Bureau / Chart: ConstructConnect-CanaData. 
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36 Most Populous U.S. Cities

YEAR TO DATE RESIDENTIAL PERMITS ISSUED (UNITS) IN
THE 36 MOST POPULOUS U.S. METRO STATISTICAL AREAS (MSAs)

(JAN-MAR 2021)

In Q1 2021, cities in Texas took positions 1, 2 and 3 for levels of residential permits 
among America's 36 biggest (by population) metro statistical areas (MSAs). Dallas-Ft 
Worth was number one, followed by Houston second and Austin third. (San Antonio 

was back in 17th spot.) Phoenix and New York rounded out the Top 5; then there 
was a sizable step down to sixth place Atlanta. ... Some of the strength in Texas 
relates to rebuilding efforts in the wake of ice storm damage earlier this year. 

Two cities with smaller populations than the 36 showcased 
here would have ranked among the Top 20: Raleigh, 6,124

units and Jacksonville, 6,186 units. 

At the city level, the number of residential building permits issued serves as a proxy for housing starts.  
        Data source: U.S. Census Bureau / Chart: ConstructConnect-CanaData. 

PERCENT CHANGE IN YEAR-TO-DATE HOUSING PERMITS (UNITS) IN 
THE 36 MOST POPULOUS U.S. METRO STATISTICAL AREAS (MSAs)

(JAN-MAR 2021 vs JAN-MAR 2020)
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36 Most Populous U.S. Cities

The frontrunner for housing 'starts' percentage increase, Q1 2021 vs Q1 2020, 
among the 36 most populous cities in the U.S. was Philadelphia, +129.2% (i.e., 

more than doubling). Rounding out the Top 5, with increases ranging from 
about +50% to +60%, were Seattle, Minneapolis-St Paul, Denver and Tampa. ... 

Not all of Florida's major cities made big gains. Performing worst among the 
36 MSAs in Q1 2021 was Miami-Ft Lauderdale, -34.0%. 

Of the 36 cities, only a quarter of them recorded 
Q1 2021 vs Q1 2020 percentage-change declines. 
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