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COMMERCIAL REVIEW & OUTLOOK
THE MARKET IN 2018 & 2019

Market in Brief

Economic conditions in 2018 remained conducive 
to a healthy commercial real estate market. Growth 
in Canadian Gross Domestic Product was sustained 
throughout the year, and the Greater Toronto Area 
(GTA) region certainly benefitted. Job creation was 
strong across a diversity of sectors, and the result-
ing unemployment rate remained very low from a 
historic perspective, hovering around six per cent on 
a seasonally adjusted basis during the year. The fact 
that the level of employment continued to increase 
on a year-over-year basis in 2018 suggests that firms 
remained confident in their growth prospects and, 
as we see below, this also seems to have translated 
into an uptick in the amount of leased space report-
ed through TREB’s MLS® System in 2018. 

Commercial Leasing

In 2018, the Toronto Real Estate Board’s Commercial 
Network Members reported an increase in commer-
cial square footage leased. Conversely, there was a 
decrease in commercial property sales compared 
to 2017. The sections below provide a breakdown of 

When compared to 2017, the amount of space leased was up,
while total commercial sales were down. 

Increases in leased square footage were seen
across all market segments.

Historically, a large majority of commercial space leased
comes from the industrial market segment. In 2018, the total
share of industrial space leased accounted for 73 per cent.

Square Footage Leased

0-999 ft2

1,000-5,000 ft2

Over 5,000 ft2

Properties in the 1,000 to 5,000 square foot range
represented the majority of purchases in 2018.

SECTION BY THE NUMBERS

Source: Toronto Real Estate Board
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Chart 1 | Total TREB MLS® Leasing Activity
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Source: Toronto Real Estate Board. NOTE: This chart summarizes total industrial, commercial/retail and office
square feet sales through TREB's MLS® System regardless of pricing terms.  
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the TREB MLS® System commercial transactions in 
conjunction with core economic drivers.

In 2018, over 25 million square feet of combined 
industrial, commercial/retail, and office space was 
leased through TREB’s MLS® System. This represent-
ed a 9.5 per cent increase compared to the more 
than 23 million square feet leased in 2017.

Historically, a large majority of commercial space 
leased through TREB’s MLS® System comes from the 
industrial market segment. This was the case in 2018 
as the total share of industrial space accounted for 
73 per cent of all commercial space leased –  
essentially the same share observed in 2017. The to-
tal amount of industrial space leased rose by 7.7 per 
cent on a year-over-year basis. This rate of annual 
growth demonstrates that the industrial market in 
the GTA continues to be strong and that industries are 
continuing to choose the region due, in part, to a tal-
ented workforce with diverse skill sets. A lower valued 
Canadian dollar vis-à-vis the US dollar has also been 
attractive to industrial firms selling goods abroad. 

The commercial/retail sector also experienced an 
increase in the amount of space leased. In 2018, 
2,577,775 square feet of commercial/retail space 
was leased – up 6.1 per cent on a year-over-year 
basis compared to 2017. This strong increase of 
commercial/retail space being leased indicates that 
retail operations are continuing to see growth within 
the GTA and that there is a strong belief that the 
consumer base will continue to expand, despite the 
potential for headwinds facing consumer spending 
due to higher borrowing costs and a slightly more 
pessimistic view towards economic growth. 

Of the three market major market segments, the 
office segment experienced the largest increase 
in space leased. Total leased office space in 2018 
jumped 20.1 per cent over 2017 to 4,330,223 square 
feet. This growth helps to affirm the outlook that the 
Bank of Canada had for 2018 where sales growth in 
most regions would lead to an increase in invest-
ment for hiring new employees, with an example 
being big tech companies choosing Toronto over the 
past year as a destination for operations. 

Chart 2 | TREB MLS® Leasing Activity
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square feet sales through TREB's MLS® System regardless of pricing terms.  
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Chart 3 | Total TREB MLS® Leasing Transactions
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square feet sales through TREB's MLS® System regardless of pricing terms.  
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Looking forward, the results from the Bank of 
Canada’s latest Business Outlook Survey1 points to a 
positive view for the performance and, by extension, 
investment activity of Canadian businesses in 2019. 
Survey results suggested that firms will continue 
to benefit from sales increases and will continue to 
bring on new employees over the next year. Sales 
and hiring increases could be a boon for the com-
mercial real estate sector in 2019, with more demand 
for commercial space to assist in the production 
of goods and services, continued innovation, and 
development of new business lines. 

Commercial Property Sales

Commercial property sales through TREB’s MLS® 
System in 2018 were down compared to 2017. A 
combined 1,067 industrial, commercial/retail, and 
office properties were sold in 2018 – down 21.7 per 
cent from 1,363 properties sold in 2017. Industrial 
property transactions fell by 19.4 per cent on a year-
over-year basis, with 404 sales. The office segment 
experienced an annual decrease of 10.6 per cent to 

244 properties sold. The commercial/retail segment 
experienced the largest drop in sales with a 28.9 per 
cent decrease to 419 transactions.

According to sales data entered into TREB’s MLS® 
System, the most popular size range of units sold 
amongst the three commercial segments was 
between 1,000-5,000 square feet, representing 58 
per cent of all commercial sales. In this size range, 
the average size of commercial/retail units sold was 
2,213 square feet, the average size of industrial units 
was 2,276 square feet, and the average size of sold 
office space in the 1,000-5,000 square foot range 
was 2,109 square feet.

Although the pace of commercial sales entered into 
TREB’s MLS® System slowed in 2018, the most popular 
size range of units sold was the exact same as in 
2017. These mid-sized units are arguably an attrac-
tive option for small- and medium-sized businesses 
starting and growing organically in the region. For 
2019, if businesses continue to expand as suggested 
by the Bank of Canada’s Business Outlook Survey, it is 
possible that we could see an uptick in sales activity. 
However, this positive scenario could be mitigated 
on the downside if the consensus economic outlook 
becomes more pessimistic due to some combination 
of global uncertainty affecting trade and stunted 
consumer spending on the domestic front.

Endnotes

1 https://www.bankofcanada.ca/2018/12/business-out- 
 look-survey-winter-2018/

Chart 4 | Total TREB MLS® Sales Activity
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square feet sales through TREB's MLS® System regardless of pricing terms.  
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