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Economists Raise Growth Forecasts

http://money.cnn.com/2005/08/15/news/economy/fed_survey.reut/index.htm
Private sector economists have raised their forecasts for U.S. economic growth in 2005 compared with three months ago, according to a Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia survey.  In its quarterly Survey of Professional Forecasters, the bank said the 53 economists surveyed now believe real gross domestic product will grow 3.7 percent in 2005, up 0.3 percentage point from the previous survey's estimate. 

The economists surveyed raised their estimates for growth in the third quarter of this year to an annual rate of 4.2 percent from 3.5 percent. For the fourth quarter, they raised their estimate to an annual rate of 3.6 percent from 3.4 percent. 

Economy's Future Looks A Bit Brighter

http://money.cnn.com/2005/08/18/news/economy/indicators.reut/index.htm
The New York-based Conference Board said its index of leading indicators climbed to 138.3 last month after an upwardly revised rise of 1.2 percent in June.  Six of the 10 components in the index rose in July -- jobless claims, capital goods orders, building permits, stock prices, the interest-rate spread between 10-year Treasury notes and the federal funds rate and consumer expectations. 

Storms Hurt Industrial Production

http://money.cnn.com/2005/08/16/news/economy/industrial.reut/index.htm
Output from U.S. factories, mines and utilities rose a less-than-expected 0.1 percent in July as hurricane-related mine shutdowns hit production, a Federal Reserve report showed.  Storms in the Gulf of Mexico caused mining output to fall 1.3 percent. Manufacturing production overall rose 0.1 percent after a 0.4 percent gain the month before.  June industrial production was revised down to a 0.8 percent gain. 

Energy Boosts Consumer Prices

http://money.cnn.com/2005/08/16/news/economy/cpi/index.htm
The Consumer Price Index, the broad measure of retail prices and inflation, rose 0.5 percent, edging above Wall Street estimates, after having held steady in June.  The so-called core-CPI, which excludes often volatile food and energy prices, was up 0.1 percent, after a 0.1 percent rise in June.  A 14.2 percent rise in energy prices over the past 12 months, including a 3.8 percent increase in energy prices in July, was responsible for much of the increase in overall prices. 

The American Automobile Association (AAA) said prices at the pump struck another record high Tuesday with the nationwide average price of a gallon of regular unleaded hitting $2.524, up 4 cents from the previous day.  In the last year, prices have gained nearly 67 cents, or about 36 percent. 

Outside of energy, transportation costs rose 1.5 percent. Gas prices rose 6.1 percent, while prices for new vehicles fell 1.0 percent in July due to increased incentive programs from the big three U.S. automakers. But prices for food and clothing remained relatively tame. Food costs rose a marginal 0.2 percent last month while apparel prices fell 0.9 percent. 

PPI Raises Inflation Fears

http://money.cnn.com/2005/08/17/news/economy/ppi/index.htm
The Producer Price Index rose 1 percent in July after being unchanged in June.  The so-called core PPI, which strips out often-volatile food and energy prices, increased 0.4 percent, compared with the 0.1 percent decline in June and above the forecasted gain of 0.1 percent. It was the biggest jump in the closely watched core number since a 0.7 percent rise in January. 

Energy prices rose 4.4 percent in July, the biggest jump since a 5.7 percent gain in October, which resulted in the overall PPI also posting its largest gain since that month as well.  Gasoline prices rose 10.9 percent, but businesses also saw other energy prices rise as well, with jet fuel prices spiking up 16.8 percent, industrial natural gas up 7.4 percent and liquefied petroleum gas prices up 5.6 percent. 

But a 0.3 percent decline in food prices helped keep the overall PPI in check. It marked the fourth straight month the PPI has shown a decline in food prices. 

Housing

Home Builders Less Upbeat About Market

http://money.cnn.com/2005/08/15/news/economy/homebuilder_sentiment.reut/index.htm
U.S. home builder sentiment fell a second straight month in August, the National Association of Home Builders reported, as mortgage rates rose and applications for home loans slowed.  The NAHB/Wells Fargo Housing Market index fell to 67 in August, seasonally adjusted, from an unrevised 70 in July, which was down from a recent high of 72 in June. 

Housing Starts Fall In July

http://money.cnn.com/2005/08/16/news/economy/july_housing_starts/index.htm
A Commerce Department report showed housing starts dropped to a 2.042 million unit annual rate from a revised figure of 2.045 million rate in June.  Building permits, an indicator of future builder confidence, rose to a 2.167 million unit annual rate in July -- the highest level in 32 years -- from 2.132 million in June. 

Hugh Johnson, chairman and chief investment officer of Johnson Illington Advisors, said that low mortgage rates have helped keep the housing market hot so far, but it's not sustainable.  The Federal Reserve started hiking short-term rates in June 2004, and it has raised rates by a quarter-percentage point for 10 straight meetings to reach the current 3.5 percent level. 

Mortgage Applications Rise

http://money.cnn.com/2005/08/17/real_estate/mortgages.reut/index.htm
The Mortgage Bankers Association said its seasonally adjusted index of mortgage application activity rose 2.2 percent to 761.3 in the week ended Aug. 12. The results followed three straight weeks of falls.  The climb in mortgage activity was led by refinancings. The group's seasonally adjusted index of refinancing applications rose for the first time in a month, climbing 5 percent to 2285.5 after falling 3.3 percent the prior week. 

Employment

Jobless Claims Up, Top Expectations

http://money.cnn.com/2005/08/18/news/economy/jobless_claims.reut/index.htm
The number of Americans claiming initial jobless aid rose 6,000 last week, but jobless claims remained at levels indicative of a healthy labor market.  First-time claims for unemployment benefits rose to 316,000 in the week ended Aug. 13 from a revised 310,000 the prior week.  While the number topped expectations, it came in well below the 333,000 recorded for the same period a year ago, the report showed. 

A Labor Department analyst said the rise was due to the regular seasonal adjustment methodology applied to the data. Claims unadjusted for seasonal factors actually fell 14,466, but that was less than the roughly 19,000 that the seasonal adjustment factors had expected. 

The seasonally adjusted rise in new claims topped Wall Street estimates for an increase to 310,500 from the original reading of 308,000 in the week ended Aug. 6. 

Kentucky

Explorer Plant Will Shut A Week 

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20050818/BUSINESS/508180384/1003
Ford's Louisville Assembly Plant on Fern Valley Road will be closed next week (ending August 26) because suppliers have not been able to keep up with production of the redesigned Explorer.  "It's because of a shortage of parts," Ford spokeswoman Anne Marie Gattari said. "We needed to give our suppliers a chance to catch up."

Next week will be the seventh unscheduled weeklong shutdown this year for the plant, in addition to the normal two-week summer plant shutdown. The previous six closures were meant to cut inventories of the slow-selling 2005 Explorer.  This will be the first shutdown related to the 2006 model, a redesigned version of the country's best-selling SUV. With inventories of the old model nearly sold out, Ford had said shutdowns were unlikely for the 2006 model.

While the plant is closed, workers can collect unemployment insurance and additional payments from Ford that total about 95 percent of typical weekly wages.

Gaseous Diffusion Plant To Cut At Least 50 Jobs

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20050818/NEWS01/508180539/1008/NEWS01
Citing rising production costs, USEC Inc. said it will cut at least 50 salaried positions at the Paducah Gaseous Diffusion Plant beginning Sept. 30.  The only uranium enrichment facility in the United States employs 1,270 people, 650 of whom are salaried.  Reductions will first be offered with incentives for volunteers before any firings, said spokeswoman Elizabeth Stuckle.

Ky. Tobacco Harvest To Plummet; Crop Expected To Be Smallest Since 1927 

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20050816/BUSINESS/508160333/1003
The first burley tobacco crop grown without federal price supports is expected to bring Kentucky farmers their smallest harvest in nearly 80 years.  An estimated statewide harvest of 75,000 acres will yield 142.5 million pounds of burley, a 31 percent drop from last year and the fewest pounds since 1927.

The forecast, issued by the Kentucky Agricultural Statistics Service, comes as farmers suffer through drought conditions and enter a free market with lower prices for tobacco.  The service attributes the drop to fewer acres of burley planted this spring and an unexpected decline in yields.

Home Prices For Area Rise 2.5% 

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20050816/BUSINESS/508160330/1003
Still defying double-digit gains in many parts of the country, the Louisville-area's existing home prices rose by only a small amount in the April through June period, according to research by the National Association of Realtors.  Median sale prices for existing homes in the Louisville metropolitan area increased 2.5 percent -- to $136,800 -- in the second quarter from 2004's second quarter. That's well below the national average increase of 13.6 percent for the period.  Still, it's slightly higher than the area's 2.4 percent increase in the first quarter, when the national increase was 9.7 percent.

The Louisville-area statistics include Jefferson, Bullitt and Oldham counties and Indiana's Clark, Floyd and Harrison counties.  Louisville's 2.5 percent increase ranked 129th among the 149 areas surveyed. Prices rose 0.7 percent in Cincinnati and 3.9 percent in Lexington, Ky., but fell 1 percent in Indianapolis.
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