Economic Briefs

Week of January 14, 2005
Sales/Consumption

Retail Sales Up In February

http://money.cnn.com/2005/03/15/news/economy/retail_sales/index.htm
Retail sales rose moderately in February but the slightly lower-than-expected result was somewhat overshadowed by a revised gain for January.  The Department of Commerce report said overall sales rose 0.5 percent last month, compared with a revised 0.3 percent gain in January. The initial January report showed a decline of 0.3 percent. 

Excluding auto sales, retail sales rose 0.4 percent, following a hefty 1 percent revision the prior month. The February increase was driven by strong sales of electronics, clothing and food. Electronics sales rose 1.6 percent, apparel posted a 1.1 percent gain and food sales jumped 1.2 percent.  Also boosting spending last month was the rise in the value of gasoline purchases, up 0.9 percent in February. 

Among the weaker-performing categories were sales of building materials and garden supplies, which suffered a 1.3 percent decline last month and an anemic 0.1 percent growth in sales of sporting goods and 0.3 percent rise in sales of health and personal care products. 

Consumer Confidence Drops

http://money.cnn.com/2005/03/18/news/economy/sentiment.reut/index.htm
U.S. consumers became less upbeat in early March as rising gasoline costs made Americans more uneasy about the economy.  The University of Michigan said its measure of confidence slipped to 92.9 so far this month from 94.1 in February.  The survey's expectations component eased to 83.6 from 84.4, while sentiment on current conditions dipped to 107.3 from 109.2. 

Gas Follows Oil To New Highs

http://money.cnn.com/2005/03/18/news/economy/gas_prices/index.htm
Gasoline is tracking the rising cost of oil, reaching a new all-time high just a day after U.S. light crude did the same, and well before the peak demand summer driving season.  According to AAA, the largest U.S. auto club, motorists would spend, on average, $2.061 for a gallon of regular gasoline Friday. 

Leading Indicators Rise

http://money.cnn.com/2005/03/17/news/economy/lei/index.htm
The Conference Board said its index of leading economic indicators rose 0.1 percent to 115.6 in February, after a revised 0.3 percent decline in January. The New York-based business research group said that five out of the 10 indicators in the index climbed in February, four declined and one held steady.  The index pointed to broad-based economic growth while the weakening dollar and rising oil prices have not yet had a discernable impact on the economy.  The board's other indexes, which measure current and recent economic activity, also rose slightly, 0.1 percent and 0.4 percent, respectively.   

Employment

Modest Job Increases Seen In 2Q

http://money.cnn.com/2005/03/15/news/economy/manpower_survey.dj/index.htm
Companies plan to increase hiring in the second quarter of 2005 at the same pace as in the first quarter. Hiring plans for the second quarter are up only slightly from the level planned one year ago, a survey shows, suggesting only a modest rate of increase. 

Of nearly 16,000 employers interviewed, 30% indicated they actually intend to increase hiring in the second quarter, while only 7% indicated they planned to reduce staff in the latest Manpower, Inc. survey of national employment plans. After seasonal adjustment, however, the net percentage of firms indicating hiring over layoffs held at the same 21% level recorded in the first after three quarters in a row at a 20% level. 

Jobless Claims Fall

http://money.cnn.com/2005/03/17/news/economy/jobless_claims.reut/index.htm
The number of Americans filing new claims for jobless benefits fell 10,000 last week, largely in line with expectations.  Initial claims for state unemployment insurance aid fell to 318,000 in the week ended March 12 from a revised 328,000 the prior week.  A Labor Department analyst said there were no special factors behind the drop in first-time claims. 

Manufacturing/Output

Business Inventories Rise

http://money.cnn.com/2005/03/15/news/economy/inventories.reut/index.htm
Business inventories rose 0.9 percent in January, exactly in line with economists' forecasts, in their fourth straight monthly climb.  The Commerce Department said stocks at manufacturers, retailers and merchant wholesalers grew to a seasonally adjusted $1.291 trillion, while sales rose 0.8 percent to $994.47 billion. 

Rising inventories can signal either improved business confidence in future demand or an unexpected sales drop leading to involuntary stock-building.  January business inventories remained lean by historical standards. The inventory-to-sales ratio, which measures the number of months it would take to deplete stocks at the current sales pace, was unchanged from December at a record low 1.30 months. 

Industrial Output Increases 0.3 Percent

http://money.cnn.com/2005/03/16/news/economy/industrial_production.reut/index.htm
U.S. industrial production rose a less-than-expected 0.3 percent in February, but a climb in capacity utilization to 79.4 percent was greater than analysts' estimates.  Analysts were expecting production at U.S. factories, mines and utilities last month to rise 0.4 percent. January's output gain was revised to 0.1 percent from an unchanged reading. 

Housing

Housing Starts Remain Robust

http://money.cnn.com/2005/03/16/news/economy/housing/index.htm
Housing starts beat expectations once again and posted another strong month, rising 0.5 percent in February.  The Commerce Department reported that housing starts rose to a seasonally adjusted of 2.2 million from a revised 2.18 million in January. 

Building permits, which are generally issued before construction and are seen as a measure of confidence in the market, posted a decline of 2.7 percent to 2.07 million, down from an unchanged 2.13 million in January. The number of building permits issued was in line with analysts' expectations. 

Mortgage Applications Rise

http://money.cnn.com/2005/03/16/news/economy/mortgage_apps.reut/index.htm
The Mortgage Bankers Association said its seasonally adjusted index of mortgage application activity increased 3.2 percent to 727.6 in the week ended March 11, after dropping 0.7 percent the week before. 

The MBA's seasonally adjusted index of refinancing applications rose 4.2 percent to 2267.5 after falling 4.6 percent the prior week.  The MBA's purchase index, a gauge of loan requests for home purchases, increased 2.5 percent to 462.8 after gaining 2.7 percent the previous week. 

Kentucky

Plant To Create 250 Jobs In Trigg

http://www.kentucky.com/mld/kentucky/business/11138137.htm
Benson International Inc., a manufacturer of steel and-aluminum truck trailers and bodies, plans to build a $10 million facility in the Trigg County Industrial Park in Cadiz, creating 250 new full-time jobs for Kentuckians. Benson, which operates plants in West Virginia, Pennsylvania and Tennessee, says its 180,000-square-foot-facility on 14 acres in Cadiz will house two complete-production lines. 
Kentucky Jobless Rate Drops

http://www.kentucky.com/mld/kentucky/business/11166913.htm
The percentage of unemployed workers dropped in 97 Kentucky counties between January 2004 and January 2005, according to the state Office of Employment and Training. Counties with the lowest jobless rate were Woodford, 3.6 percent; Oldham, 3.8; Fayette, 4.0; Shelby, 4.1 and Warren, 4.2. The highest rates were recorded in Magoffin, 12.9 percent; Elliott, 11.8; Morgan, 11.0; Wolfe, 11.0; and Lewis, 10.7. 

Lexington-Area Figures Keep Rising

http://www.kentucky.com/mld/kentucky/business/11166937.htm
Lexington-area home sales continued on an upward track in February, when 29 more houses, townhouses and condominiums were sold than in February 2004.  The average house sold four days faster last month than in February 2004 and for 2.7 percent more than a year earlier, according to the Lexington-Bluegrass Association of Realtors.

Survey Shows Louisville Jobs Picking Up 

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20050315/BUSINESS/503150304/1003
Although it is expected to lag behind the rest of the state, a study shows Louisville's job market should improve over the next three months. Thirteen percent of area businesses surveyed by Manpower Inc. plan to add jobs between April and June, and no companies expect to cut jobs. That's an improvement from the first three months of the year, when 13 percent of businesses planned to cut employment and 10 percent planned increases.

Another measure of recruiting, however, wasn't as optimistic. The Conference Board's Help Wanted Index for the Louisville area stood at 41 in January, the most recent month available. That's down from readings of greater than 50 a year earlier.  According to the Manpower survey, the strongest growth should be in the construction, durable-goods manufacturing and service industries.

Jeans Plant Shutdown To Cost Jobs For Trigg 

http://www.paducahsun.com/articles/stories/members_only/200503/15/4qqd_business.html (Registration Required)

When Elk Brand Manufacturing Co., a jeans maker, closes its doors within the next few months, it will end more than 60 years of providing jobs to Trigg Countians.  The plant currently has about 75 employees, who recently were notified by management that the plant will close. 

The loss of the Elk Brand jobs, coupled with the closing of Chelsea Industries on Oct. 31, are expected to hit the Trigg County economy hard.  Chelsea Industries, an auto-seats component plant, had employed 50 people. However, some of those lost jobs have been offset by Superior Walls, a manufacturer of concrete walls that opened in Cadiz and employs 38. 
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