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Income, Spending Gains Slow

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/31/news/economy/incomespending.reut/index.htm
The Commerce Department said personal income grew 0.3 percent in February, just below Wall Street forecasts for a 0.4 percent rise, following a 0.7 percent gain in January.  The scant 0.1 percent increase in consumer spending was just above market expectations for an unchanged reading and the weakest since August 2005. January's spending increase was revised down slightly to a 0.8 percent gain from the originally reported 0.9 percent surge.

The saving rate was negative for the fourth straight month, at minus 0.5 percent, meaning Americans spent all of their income and more in February, either by borrowing or cashing in savings. The saving rate has not been positive since March 2005.

Spring Fever? Consumers Get Upbeat

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/31/news/economy/consumer_sentiment.reut/index.htm
The University of Michigan's final March index of consumer sentiment read 88.9, up from the final February figure of 86.7, said sources who saw the subscription-only report.  The median forecast of Wall Street economists polled by Reuters was 87.0.

The survey's index of current conditions rose to 109.1 in March from 105.6 in February. Economists had forecast a 106.2 reading.  The gauge on consumer expectations rose to 76.0 in March from the final February reading of 74.5. Economists had expected a reading of 74.8.

Consumer Confidence Index Highest Since 2002

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/28/news/economy/consumer.reut/index.htm
U.S. consumer confidence climbed to its highest in almost four years as economic activity gained momentum.  The Conference Board, a private research firm, said its measure of consumer sentiment spiked to 107.2, up from an upwardly revised 102.7 last month and well above Wall Street's median forecast for a slight gain. The last time the consumer confidence was as high was May 2002 when the index reached 110.3.

The survey's components reaffirmed general perceptions about the economic environment, showing optimism about the present but concern about the future. However, it offered mixed signals on the job market.  The present situation index rose to 133.3 from 130.3, while the expectations measure climbed to 89.9 from 84.2.  The proportion of consumers saying jobs were hard to get edged up to 20.7 percent from 20.2 percent, while those saying jobs were plentiful also climbed to 28.4 percent from 27.4.

A 15-Cent-A-Gallon Increase At The Pump

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/27/news/economy/lundberg/index.htm
Gas prices shot up nearly 15 cents over the past two weeks to a national average of $2.50 per gallon of self-serve regular.  "Higher crude-oil prices and higher costs from this year's new regulations affecting gasoline recipes are the two main drivers of the price surge," said Trilby Lundberg, publisher of the Lundberg Survey, which compared prices at about 7,000 gas stations on March 24 and March 10.  Prices have risen about 37 cents since Dec. 2, when they bottomed out at $2.13 per gallon.

Accompanying strong world demand for oil is concern about future oil supplies and instability in oil-exporting countries, particularly Iran, Iraq, Nigeria and Venezuela. Lundberg predicted more price increases later in the spring, "when our big driving season kicks in."

Output

Corporate Profits Lift GDP

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/30/news/economy/gdp.reut/index.htm
U.S. corporations pocketed their strongest increase in profits in four years during the closing months of 2005 despite a sharp slowdown in economic growth.  Gross domestic product, or GDP, grew at a slightly upwardly revised 1.7 percent annual rate in the fourth quarter -- in line with forecasts -- rather than the 1.6 percent pace estimated a month ago.  That was a sharp deceleration from the third quarter's 4.1 percent rate and largely reflected less vigorous growth in consumer spending as well as a backup in stocks of unsold goods.

Consumer spending, which accounts for about two-thirds of total economic activity within U.S. borders, grew at a 0.9 percent annual rate -- the weakest since a 0.6 percent rise in the first quarter of 1995 and just a fraction of the 4.1 percent rate of increase for spending in the third quarter.

Business inventories increased at a $37.9-billion annual rate in the fourth quarter, an upwardly revised estimate from $30.4-billion the department reported last month, after shrinking at a $13.3-billion rate in the third quarter.

Corporate profits surged in the fourth quarter as the impact of uninsured losses from the hurricanes waned. Businesses posted a 13.8 percent increase in after-tax profits following a 4.3 percent decline in the third quarter.  The Commerce Department said the quarterly rate of increase in after-tax profits was the strongest for any three months since an 18.9 percent jump in the fourth quarter of 2001.

Fed Raises Rates In Bernanke's First Meeting

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/28/news/economy/fed_rates/index.htm
The Federal Reserve raised a key short-term interest rate a quarter of a percentage point Tuesday and signaled that more rate hikes may be needed, disappointing some investors who thought the central bank was nearly through with its rate-hiking campaign.  It was the fifteenth consecutive increase since June 2004 and the first since Ben Bernanke took over as chairman of the central bank in February.

The target for the federal funds rate is now 4.75 percent, the highest in five years. This overnight bank lending rate affects rates consumers pay on auto and home-equity loans, as well as other types of debt.

Factory Orders Up Less Than Expected 

http://news.yahoo.com/s/nm/20060331/bs_nm/economy_orders_dc_1
New orders at U.S. factories rose a smaller-than-expected 0.2 percent in February, as robust civilian aircraft and defense capital goods orders outweighed declining demand for primary and fabricated metals, machinery and electrical equipment.  February's rise in factory orders followed a revised 3.9 percent drop in January. But if transportation orders in February were stripped out, orders fell 2 percent, the biggest decline since April 2003.

Employment

MBA: Mortgage Applications Rise Again

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/29/real_estate/mortgage_applications.reut/index.htm
U.S. mortgage applications rose for the first time in three weeks, reflecting a modest increase in home purchasing loan requests despite a climb in interest rates.  The Mortgage Bankers Association said its seasonally adjusted index of mortgage application activity for the week ended March 24 increased 1.2 percent to 571.7 from the previous week's 565.0, which was its lowest level so far this year.

Jobless Claims Drop Below Forecast

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/30/news/economy/jobless.reut/index.htm
The number of Americans filing initial claims for state unemployment aid fell by 10,000 to 302,000 in the week ended March 25, from an upwardly revised 312,000 in the prior week.  However, a Labor Department official said the large upward revision in the prior week's initial claims figure from an initially reported 302,000 was due to the introduction of new seasonal factors.

The Conference Board Help-Wanted Advertising Index Edges Up

http://biz.yahoo.com/prnews/060330/nyth095.html?.v=40
The Conference Board Help-Wanted Advertising Index -- a key measure of job offerings in major newspapers across America -- rose one point in February. The Index now stands at 39. It was 41 one year ago.  In the last three months, help-wanted advertising increased in eight of the nine U.S. regions. Largest increases occurred in the West South Central (5.3%), West North Central (4.5%) and South Atlantic (4.0%) regions. The only decline occurred in the East South Central (-6.1%) region.

Kentucky

Kentucky’s Jobless Rate Unchanged In February

http://www.workforce.ky.gov/newspub.htm#March%2031,%202006
Kentucky’s seasonally adjusted unemployment rate remained at the January 2006 level of 6.3 percent in February 2006.  February’s preliminary jobless rate was above February 2005’s rate of 5.6 percent. 

The U.S. seasonally adjusted jobless rate increased from 4.7 percent in January 2006 to 4.8 percent in February 2006, according to the U.S. Department of Labor.  “Kentucky’s unemployment rate has been in the 6 percent to 6.5 percent range for the past 10 months. Compared to other states, Kentucky was one of 15 states plus the District of Columbia that reported an unemployment rate above the U.S. jobless rate in February 2006,” said Carlos Cracraft, the department's chief labor market analyst. 

Radio Shack Plans To Close Two Stores In Lexington

http://www.kentucky.com/mld/kentucky/business/14219518.htm
Two Lexington Radio Shack stores will close this summer as part of the Texas-based retailer's turnaround plan.  After the closings, there will still be 18 company-owned stores in Lexington and the surrounding area. Most of the employees at stores that are closing will be offered positions at other area locations; those who are not will be offered a severance payment. 
State's Per Capita Income Ranks In Bottom 10

http://www.kentucky.com/mld/kentucky/business/14219518.htm
Kentucky's per capita income rose 4.6 percent last year, matching the rise in the national average, but it still ranks in the bottom 10 among states, according to the U.S. Commerce Department. The department's Bureau of Economic Analysis reported that Kentucky's per capita income was $28,513 last year, $1,248 more per person than the previous year. The national average was $34,586. But last year Kentucky had the ninth-lowest per capita income in the country; in 2004 it had the eighth-lowest. Connecticut had the top per capita income in the country last year, $47,819. Kentucky's per capita income is 40 percent less than that. Experts cited Hurricane Katrina as the primary reason that Louisiana had the lowest per capita income last year, $24,820.

District Will Cut 35 Jobs At Preschools 

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20060328/NEWS01/603280370/1008/NEWS01
Jefferson County Public Schools will cut 35 jobs from its state and federal preschool programs to make up a $2 million shortfall. The non-teaching positions to be cut -- clerks, custodians and administrators -- won't affect classroom education or reduce the more than 5,000 low-income 3- and 4-year-olds currently served. 

In addition to the 35 positions, about 20 other jobs will face other money-saving changes, including a shortened work year, such as from 220 to 195 days. 
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