Economic Briefs

Week of January 14, 2005
Manufacturing/Output

Economic Gauge Shows Surprise Decline

http://money.cnn.com/2006/05/18/news/economy/leading_indicators.reut/index.htm
A key forecasting gauge for the U.S. economy fell an unexpected 0.1 percent in April.  The fall in the U.S. Index of Leading Indicators defied market expectations for a 0.2 percent gain and followed an upwardly revised 0.4 percent rise in March.  Three of the 10 indicators that make up the leading index increased in April including vendor performance, stock prices and interest rate spread.

April Industrial Output Beats Estimates

http://money.cnn.com/2006/05/16/news/economy/industrial_output.reut/index.htm
Output at U.S. factories, mines and utilities rose by a greater-than-expected 0.8 percent in April, as capacity use rates climbed above forecasts to the highest since July 2000.  Capacity use rose to 81.9 percent, Analysts had forecast capacity utilization to edge up to 81.5 percent from a revised 81.4 percent in March.

Total industry capacity utilization has been above the 1972-2005 average of 81.0 percent for three months in a row, and could be a factor in the Fed's decision on whether to continuing raising interest rates.

Prices

CPI Up More Than Expected

http://money.cnn.com/2006/05/17/news/economy/cpi/index.htm
The Consumer Price Index rose 0.6 percent in April compared with the 0.4 percent rise in March. Economists had forecast a 0.5 percent rise in the government's key measure of inflation. Higher energy prices, led by an 8.8 percent rise in the price of gasoline, helped account for the higher inflation reading.

The so-called core-CPI, which excludes often-volatile food and energy prices, rose 0.3 percent, the second straight month that the closely watched reading came in at that level. Economists had forecast there would be only a 0.2 percent in core CPI in April.

Core PPI Lower Than Expected

http://money.cnn.com/2006/05/16/news/economy/ppi.reut/index.htm
A big rise in energy costs pushed U.S. producer prices up a sharp 0.9 percent in April, but prices outside the volatile food and energy areas rose a slimmer-than-expected 0.1 percent.  The April gain in the overall producer price index, a gauge of prices received by farms, factories and refineries, was the largest since September.

Over the past 12 months, overall producer prices have risen a steep 4 percent. But core prices are up just 1.5 percent, marking a deceleration from the 1.7 percent gain posted in the period through March.

Gasoline prices rose a hefty 12.3 percent in April, the biggest gain since October 2004, while home heating oil prices climbed 13.7 percent and liquefied petroleum gas rose 11.2 percent.  Food costs edged up just 0.1 percent.

Gas Prices Pick Up Again

http://money.cnn.com/2006/05/15/news/economy/eia_gas.reut/index.htm
The much-awaited drop in U.S. retail gasoline prices lasted all of seven days, as the national pump price jumped 3.8 cents over the last week to $2.95 a gallon.  Motor fuel is up 78 cents from a year ago and now is the third-highest price ever, based on the federal Energy Information Administration's weekly survey of service stations.  U.S. motorists had finally got a break at the pump during the previous week when the average gasoline price fell for the first time in six weeks, even though it was by only a penny.

Housing

Housing Starts Slow

http://money.cnn.com/2006/05/16/news/economy/housingstarts/index.htm
The Census Bureau reported that housing starts came in at an annual pace of 1.85 million in April, compared with revised March rate of just under 2.0 million. Economists had forecast a 1.95 million pace in April.  The housing starts rate was the slowest pace since November 2004, and comes amid a number of signs of a slowdown in the strength of home building and real estate market strength overall.

Monday, the National Association of Home Builders' survey of member confidence fell to its lowest level in nearly 12 years, as the index indicated a negative view of the home building market for the first time since the immediate wake of the Sept. 11 terrorist attack. A separate report from the National Association of Realtors showed a drop in first quarter home prices compared to the end of 2005.

Building permits, which is seen as an indicator of builder confidence in the market, came in at a 1.98 million pace, compared to a revised 2.10 million rate the previous month. The forecast was for permits at a 2.04 million rate for April. It was the first time permits have fallen below the 2 million pace since February 2004.

Real Estate Cools Down

http://money.cnn.com/2006/05/15/real_estate/NAR_firstQ2005_home_prices/index.htm
Real estate gains came to an abrupt halt in the first quarter of 2006, with the median price of a U.S. home falling 3.3 percent from the fourth quarter of 2005. Prices were basically flat or lower during the quarter as inventories of houses for sale rose and their time spent on the market lengthened, according to a survey of 149 markets by the National Association of Realtors.

Prices overall were still up 10.3 percent from a year earlier. NAR compares prices year-over-year to remove seasonal effects in home prices. Homes sold in the second and third quarters, for example, tend to be of slightly bigger average size and slightly more expensive. But most of the year-over-year gain was recorded in the first two quarters of the 12-month period.

Employment

Jobless Claims Surge, Puerto Rico Blamed

http://money.cnn.com/2006/05/18/news/economy/jobless.reut/index.htm
New claims for jobless aid unexpectedly surged last week by 42,000 as a partial government shutdown in Puerto Rico added 46,000 unadjusted claims.  First-time claims for state unemployment insurance benefits rose to a seasonally adjusted 367,000 in the week ended May 13 from an upwardly revised 325,000 claims the previous week.

Excluding claims related to the government shutdown in Puerto Rico, a U.S. territory, seasonally adjusted initial claims would have been closer to 312,000.  Government layoffs in Puerto Rico started May 1 because of a funding crisis, but the situation has since been resolved and the Labor Department analyst said it should not be a factor next week.

Kentucky

$1 Billion Expansion  Planned At UPS 

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20060517/NEWS0104/605170451
UPS plans to start work in July on its third major expansion in Louisville in seven years, a $1 billion project expected to add 4,900 jobs.  The additions would boost the company's number of employees in Louisville to nearly 23,000, up from less than 15,000 in 1998, when it announced plans to build its main international hub at Louisville International Airport.  Work on the expansion is to start in late July and continue through 2010. The hiring of 1,200 full-time and 3,700 part-time workers will be spread over that period. 
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