
Housing

New Home Sales: Slowest In 6 Years

http://money.cnn.com/2007/03/26/news/economy/new_home_sales/index.htm?postversion=2007032612
Sales of new homes sank to the slowest pace in more than six years in February, with the government's latest reading on the battered real estate market showing the glut of homes on the market reached a 16-year high.  New homes sold at an annual pace of 848,000 in February, down about 4 percent from the 882,000 rate in January, which itself was revised lower. The pace of sales tumbled 18.3 percent from February 2006, with all four regions of the country showing sharp declines. 

The supply of new homes for sale on the market rose to an 8.1-month supply from 7.3 in January. It was the biggest supply by that measure since January 1991. It is now taking builders 5.2 months on average to sell a completed home, the longest wait since April 2001.

Florida Foreclosures Lead Nation

http://money.cnn.com/2007/03/23/real_estate/february_foreclosure_fall/index.htm?postversion=2007032606
The once red-hot Florida housing market leads the nation in delinquencies, according to the latest report on foreclosure filings from RealtyTrac, an online marketer of foreclosure properties.  There were more than 19,144 properties in some stage of foreclosure in February in the Sunshine State, up 63.5 percent from January and nearly double the number a year earlier.

Nationally, foreclosure filings fell in February, down 4 percent from January. They were, however, up 12 percent from February 2006, and were running at a rate that would project into a 33 percent increase for the year.

Kentucky ranks 29th with 628 filings or 1 per 2,788 households.  The filings are 34 percent less than in January 2007 but 35 percent more than February 2006.

Mortgages Fall Amid Slowing Market

http://money.cnn.com/2007/03/28/real_estate/bc.usa.economy.mortgages.reut/index.htm?postversion=2007032807
Mortgage applications declined last week as refinancing dipped while purchase activity barely budged.  The Mortgage Bankers Association said its seasonally adjusted index of mortgage applications dipped 0.2 percent to 671.0 in the week ended March 23.  The MBA's seasonally adjusted purchase index edged up 0.1 percent to 411.1 while refinancing applications index slipped 0.5 percent to 2,197.7.

Sales/Consumption

Income, Spending Up - So Are Prices

http://money.cnn.com/2007/03/30/news/economy/income_spending/index.htm?postversion=2007033009
Spending by consumers and personal income both rose faster in February, according to a government report that showed the economy stronger than Wall Street forecasts, but also included a inflation reading that was higher than hoped.  Spending was up 0.6 percent, according to the Commerce Department report, compared to the 0.5 percent rise in January. Income was also up 0.6 percent, compared to the 1 percent rise in January. But the report also includes a closely watched inflation reading, the so called core PCE deflator, which measures prices paid by consumers for goods other than food and energy. That was up 2.4 percent on an annual basis, up from a revised 2.2 percent rise in January, and only a 2 percent increase in the original January reading.

The new inflation reading is higher than what is generally seen as the Federal Reserve's comfort level of a 1 to 2 percent increase in that measure.

Consumer Confidence Drops In March

http://money.cnn.com/2007/03/27/news/economy/confidence.reut/index.htm?postversion=2007032710
U.S. consumer confidence slipped further than expected in March as rising gas prices and recent turmoil in financial markets exacerbated worries about the immediate future.  The Conference Board said its index of consumer sentiment slipped to 107.2 in March from a downwardly revised 111.2 in February. Consumers' assessment of current conditions edged up slightly from February. The business research group's present situation index rose to 137.6 in March from a downwardly revised 137.1 in February. The expectations index declined to 86.9 in March from a downwardly revised 93.8 in February.

Late Payments Up On Some Consumer Loans

http://www.kentucky.com/101/story/29984.html
Late payments on certain auto and home equity loans climbed in the final quarter of last year, while delinquencies on credit card bills largely held steady. The American Bankers Association, in its quarterly survey of consumer loans, reported yesterday that late payments on home equity loans rose to 1.92 percent in the October-December period. That was up sharply from 1.79 percent in the prior quarter and the highest since the first quarter of 2006. The survey also showed that the delinquency rate on "indirect" auto loans, which are arranged through dealerships, shot up to 2.57 percent in the fourth quarter, the highest since the second quarter of 2001, when the economy was in a recession. Late payments on other auto loans, however, dipped slightly. The survey also showed that the percentage of credit card payments past due was 4.56 percent in the fourth quarter, down slightly from 4.57 percent in the third quarter.

Consumer Sentiment At 6-Month Low In March

http://money.cnn.com/2007/03/30/news/economy/bc.usa.economy.sentiment.reut/index.htm?postversion=2007033012
U.S. consumer sentiment fell in March to its lowest in six months as worries about rising prices and slowing income gains weighed amid an uncertain outlook for the economy.  The Reuters/University of Michigan Surveys of Consumers said the final March reading of its consumer sentiment index slid to 88.4 from 91.3 in February.

The final March reading was the lowest since 85.4 in September 2006. The preliminary March reading released earlier this month was 88.8. The survey's gauge of current economic conditions fell to 103.5 in March from 106.7 in February. Its final measure on consumer expectations also fell to a six-month low of 78.7 from 81.5 at the end of February.

The survey's one-year inflation index held steady at 3.0 percent for a third straight month in March, and its five-year inflation index remained unchanged at 2.9 percent for the second month in a row.

Manufacturing/Output

GDP Growth Revised Up 

http://money.cnn.com/2007/03/29/news/economy/gdp.reut/index.htm?postversion=2007032908
U.S. economic growth was moderately stronger in the fourth quarter than previously thought, primarily because businesses added more to inventories than was estimated a month ago.  Gross domestic product, or GDP, which measures total goods and services output within U.S. borders, expanded at a 2.5 percent annual rate instead of 2.2 percent, the department said in its final revision of fourth-quarter economic performance.

The final figure was up from a 2 percent rate in the third quarter and meant the economy expanded by a solid 3.3 percent during the whole of 2006. It was the third straight year that GDP expanded at a rate over 3 percent, following growth of 3.2 percent in 2005 and 3.9 percent in 2004.

The department said companies added to inventories at a $22.4-billion annual rate in the closing quarter of 2006 rather than the $17.3 billion rate it reported a month ago and said that was the main reason for the upward revision in fourth-quarter GDP.

Factory Orders Miss Forecasts

http://money.cnn.com/2007/03/28/news/economy/durables/index.htm?postversion=2007032808
New orders for durable goods, which range from vehicles and aircraft to computers and appliances, rose 2.5 percent, compared to a revised 9.3 percent decline in January.  Economists had forecast a 3.5 percent gain.  The original reading for January of a 7.8 percent decline had been enough to raise concerns in the stock market about a slowdown in the economy.

Orders for non-defense capital goods other than aircraft, watched by economists as a barometer of business spending, fell 1.2 percent, after a revised 7.4 percent drop in January that now stands as the fifth biggest decline in record. The original reading for January was a 6 percent drop.

February Construction Spending Rises 0.3 Percent
http://money.cnn.com/2007/03/30/news/economy/bc.usa.economy.construction.reut/index.htm?postversion=2007033012
U.S. construction spending beat expectations and rose 0.3 percent in February as increases in nonresidential construction overcame drops in residential and federal construction.  The increase was the biggest since March 2006, when construction spending rose 1.0 percent.  Private residential building fell 1 percent in February, which was the 11th straight drop but not as sharp as the 1.7 percent fall-off seen in January.  Nonresidential construction was up 2.3 percent, the largest gain since a 3 percent increase in August of last year.

U.S. Corporate Profits Have Peaked, Economists Say

http://www.marketwatch.com/news/story/story.aspx?guid=%7B85846F40%2D1741%2D4E08%2DB3A0%2D419325393BE0%7D&dist=rss
U.S. corporate profits fell in the fourth quarter of 2006, signaling the end of one of the greatest profit cycles in post-war era.  Economic growth is slowing, hurting corporations' top line. Meanwhile, costs are rising, squeezing profit margins.  The government reported that before-tax profits fell by $4.9 billion in the fourth quarter, or 0.3%, compared with the third quarter.  It was the first decline since the third quarter of 2005, when Hurricane Katrina crashed ashore and flooded insurers and companies that experienced uninsured losses with red ink. 

Outside of periods with similar natural disasters, the decline in the fourth quarter was only the second time that profits had fallen during the expansion that began in November 2001.  The profits reported by the government differ in significant ways from the profits companies report to shareholders. The government's data are seasonally adjusted. They report profits only from operations and are adjusted for capital depreciation and changes in inventory valuations. The idea is to measure "economic profits" rather than "accounting profits." 

Oil

Survey: Gas Prices Up 6 Cents Per Gallon, To $2.61 

http://money.cnn.com/2007/03/25/news/economy/lundberg_survey/index.htm?postversion=2007032515
Gas prices rose nearly 6 cents per gallon of self-serve regular during the past two weeks, to $2.61.  That's less than a third of the 20-cent-per-gallon increase that occurred during the prior two weeks, and may indicate prices are leveling off, said Trilby Lundberg, publisher of the "Lundberg Survey," which tallies prices at about 5,000 gas stations every two or three weeks.  Lundberg credited the 5.57-cent increase on slightly higher crude oil prices and continued lower activity at refineries as they undertake seasonal repairs.

Oil Prices Shoot Up After Iran Rumors 

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20070328/BUSINESS/703281146/1003
Oil prices shot 8 percent higher, surpassing $68 per barrel, in after-hours trading yesterday (March 27th) following unsubstantiated rumors of a military confrontation with Iran in the Persian Gulf. The U.S. Navy and the Pentagon said there was nothing to indicate any incident regarding Iran. The panicked oil buying came against a backdrop of growing worries about a U.S.-Iran military confrontation, heightened by Iran's seizure last week of 15 British sailors and marines in the Gulf. 

Crude oil rose $5.16 to hit a high of $68.09 a barrel in after-hours New York Mercantile Exchange trading. Earlier in the day, the main Nymex session ended with oil rising for a sixth consecutive trading day.  Gasoline prices in the Louisville area jumped by about a dime for a second day in a row, surpassing $2.60 per gallon at many stations. 

Employment

Jobless Claims In Surprise Drop

http://money.cnn.com/2007/03/29/news/economy/bc.usa.economy.jobless.reut/index.htm?postversion=2007032909
The number of U.S. workers filing new claims for jobless benefits dropped unexpectedly by 10,000 last week to the lowest level in more than two months.  Initial filings for state unemployment insurance aid for the week ended March 24 fell to a seasonally adjusted 308,000 from an upwardly revised 318,000 the prior week.  An analyst said there were no special factors behind the decline in new claims, which dropped to their lowest level since the week ended Jan. 13.

The Conference Board Help-Wanted Index Dips One Point

http://biz.yahoo.com/prnews/070329/nyth021.html?.v=84
The Conference Board Help-Wanted Advertising Index -- a key barometer of America's job market -- dipped one point in February. The Index now stands at 31. It was 39 one year ago.  In the last three months, help-wanted advertising increased in seven of the nine U.S. regions. 

Kentucky

Carhartt To Shutter Two Western Ky. Plants

http://www.kentucky.com/471/story/31197.html
A clothing maker is shuttering two western Kentucky plants this summer, marking the second time in a year the company has made such a move.  Carhartt, based in Dearborn, Mich., announced its plants in Providence and Madisonville will shut down June 22. Company spokesman John Mozena said 162 employees will be laid off.

Louisville Stoneware Cuts 38 Jobs 

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20070331/BUSINESS/703310396/1003
Louisville Stoneware eliminated the jobs of 38 employees and put others on temporary layoff, leaving it with 11 workers to pursue a new strategy focused on custom orders and online sales.  The pottery company, which traces its local roots to 1815, hopes the new strategy will return it to profitability. 

Kentucky’s Unemployment Rate Rose Slightly In February

http://www.workforce.ky.gov/newspub.htm#March%2030,%202007
Kentucky’s seasonally adjusted unemployment rate rose slightly from 5.6 percent in January 2007 to 5.7 percent in February 2007, according to the Office of Employment and Training. February 2007’s jobless rate was below February 2006’s rate of 6 percent. The U.S. seasonally adjusted jobless rate decreased from 4.6 percent in January 2007 to 4.5 percent in February 2007. 

“Kentucky was one of 34 states that had a lower unemployment rate in February 2007 than in February a year ago,” said Carlos Cracraft, the department’s chief labor market analyst. “Unemployment rates have been below 6 percent in Kentucky for the past 12 consecutive months.”

Six of the 11 major nonfarm job North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) sectors reported employment increases in February, while the remaining five decreased. A decrease of 300 jobs in February 2007 brought Kentucky’s nonfarm employment to a seasonally adjusted total of 1,854,000 last month. 
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