
Sales/Consumption

March A Maddening Month For Merchants 

http://money.cnn.com/2008/04/10/news/economy/march_retailsales/index.htm?postversion=2008041012
Retailers blamed an early Easter and cooler weather for eroding store sales in March.  Analysts said those two factors, combined with ongoing sluggishness in consumer spending, further exacerbated the damage.

Overall sales actually fell 0.7% in March versus Thomson Financial's initial estimate for a 0.1% increase. The sales drop was the worst March sales performance for retailers since the firm first started tracking monthly same-store sales numbers in 2000.

Wal-Mart, the world's largest retailer, posted a 0.7% increase in March sales at its stores open at least a year, which is a key measure of retail performance known as same-store sales.

Plunge In Consumer Sentiment Index Is Significant

http://www.fxstreet.com/fundamental/analysis-reports/daily-global-commentary/2008-04-13.html
The preliminary report from the University of Michigan shows an increasingly grim U.S. consumer outlook in April, with the overall consumer sentiment index at the lowest level since March 1982. The Consumer Sentiment Index of the U.S. fell to 63.2 in April from 69.5 in the prior month. The Current Conditions Index dropped to 78.4 from 84.2 in March, the lowest since November 1982. The Expectations Index declined to 53.4 from 60.1 in March.

The Consumer Sentiment Index has dropped 23.9 points from a year ago. In the 1990-91 recession, the largest 12-month decline of this index was 30 points in October 1990. In the 2001 recession, the largest 12-month drop was 25 points in September 2001. On a percentage basis, the year-to-year decline in March was 27.44%, the second largest plunge of the index after a nearly 32.0% drop in the 1990-91 recession.

E-Commerce Expected To Grow 17% This Year

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20080408/BUSINESS/804080338/1003
Online spending is expected to rise a robust 17 percent this year, despite a sluggish economy that has bruised many brick-based retailers.  Retail sales online, excluding travel purchases, are set to grow to $204 billion in 2008 from $174.5 billion last year, fueled by sales of apparel, computers and autos, according to a survey conducted by Internet analysis firm Forrester Research. That projection is below the 21 percent increase seen in the prior year, but industry officials attribute it to the maturing of the business, not the sluggish economy.

Consumer Borrowing Slows

http://money.cnn.com/2008/04/07/news/economy/Consumer_Credit/index.htm?postversion=2008040716
Consumer credit growth slowed in February, but Americans remained dependent on their credit cards to get through difficult economic times. The total amount of credit outstanding increased by $5.1 billion in February, less than the revised $10.3 billion growth in January. Overall consumer credit rose 2.4% to $2.54 trillion in February from the revised $2.535 trillion in January. 

But revolving credit, which includes credit cards, rose at a faster pace than the overall number, up 5.9% to $951.7 billion after a 7.1% gain in January. Non-revolving credit, including fixed payments on things such as auto loans, increased at a much slower 0.4% rate to $1.588 trillion as consumers shied away from big-ticket items.
As Income Gap Widens, Recession Fears Grow

http://money.cnn.com/2008/04/09/news/economy/incomegap/index.htm?postversion=2008040904
Poor and middle-class families are entering the recession in a precarious situation due in part to declining or stagnant income growth.  Incomes, on average, have declined by 2.5% among the bottom fifth of families since the late 1990s, while inching up by just 1.3% for those in the middle fifth of households. The wealthiest slice of Americans, however, saw their incomes rise by 9%.

The average income of the bottom fifth of families was $18,116; the middle fifth, $50,434; and the wealthiest fifth, $132,131.

The income gap between the rich and the rest of the population is widening. In 22 states, the top fifth of families made more than seven times what the poorest fifth took home. In the late 1980s, only one state - Louisiana - had such a spread. Meanwhile, in more than two-thirds of the country, the wealthiest saw their income grow more than twice as fast as the middle-class over the past two decades.

In Kentucky, the richest 20 percent of families have average incomes 7.7 times as large as the poorest 20 percent of families.  This ratio was 5.8 in the late 1980s. This growth in income inequality is the 6th largest in the nation.  The very richest families — top 5% — have average incomes 12.1 times as large as the poorest 20 percent of families.
Manufacturing/Output

US February Wholesale Sales Down 0.8 Pct, Inventories Up 1.1 Pct

http://www.forbes.com/markets/feeds/afx/2008/04/09/afx4870882.html
Wholesale sales in February surprised economists by falling the largest amount since January 2007, while inventories piled up.  Sales dropped 0.8 percent, the largest decrease since January 2007 while inventories increased 1.1 percent in the month.  The Commerce Department also downwardly revised January sales to a 2.3 percent increase and upwardly revised inventories to a 1.3 percent increase.

February's drop in sales was led by automobile and electrical sales, which fell 1.9 percent and 3.8 percent respectively. Furniture sales fell by 4.6 percent, the largest fall since December 2002. Hardware sales also fell significantly, by 3.9 percent, the largest drop since June 2001.

Petroleum sales saw the largest gain, of 2.6 percent, but not enough to offset the sales decreases that were nearly across the board. Price increases are also seen as a reason for increased petroleum sales.

On the inventory side, higher commodity prices could be seen in rising inventories for food, petroleum, and metal products. Farm products saw the largest inventory increase, of 5.1 percent. Petroleum inventories rose 2.6 percent and metals rose 2.1 percent.

Overall inventories of non-durable goods rose 1.8 percent and sales rose 0.1 percent.

Gas/Oil

Gas Prices Fueled By Surging Oil

http://money.cnn.com/2008/04/07/markets/oil.ap/index.htm?postversion=2008040712
Gas prices rose further into record territory Monday (April 7), pulled higher by resurgent oil futures and a growing belief that gasoline supplies are falling as the summer driving season approaches.  At the pump, the national average price of a gallon of gas jumped 3.6 cents over the weekend to a record $3.339, according to AAA and the Oil Price Information Service. That's 58 cents higher than a year ago. In New York Mercantile Exchange trading, May gasoline futures rose 2.93 cents to $2.786 a gallon.

Gas prices are following crude futures higher, but they're also rising on concerns about supplies and demand. Analysts say refiners have cut back on gasoline production due to low profit margins; the rising price of crude means it costs them more to refine gas. And last week, the Energy Information Administration said gasoline inventories fell more than expected during the week ended March 28. Gasoline demand rose for the first time since January, raising the prospect that supplies will fall further as Americans drive more during the spring and summer.

Oil Reaches $112 For The First Time

http://money.cnn.com/2008/04/09/markets/eia/index.htm?postversion=2008040914
Oil prices surged to record levels Wednesday (April 9), topping $112 a barrel, after a government report showed an unexpected decline in crude supplies.  Oil contracts for May delivery climbed $2.77 to $111.27 a barrel, after touching a record $112.21 in electronic trading. The previous intraday mark of $111.80 was set March 17.

Housing

Pending Home Sales At All-Time Low

http://money.cnn.com/2008/04/08/real_estate/pending_home_sales/index.htm?postversion=2008040811
An index of homes under contract for sale fell more than expected in February, reaching the lowest level since the index's 2001 debut.  The National Association of Realtors' Pending Home Sales Index fell to 84.6 in February, down 1.9% from a revised reading of 86.2 in January and down 21.4% versus the same period last year.

Employment

New Jobless Claims Fall Back

http://money.cnn.com/2008/04/10/news/economy/jobless_claims/index.htm?postversion=2008041009
New filings for unemployment claims retreated last week after a one-week spike.  The Labor Department said applications for unemployment benefits fell to 357,000 in the week ended April 5, down from a revised 410,000 claims in the previous week. The drop in initial jobless claims comes after the previous week's report showed claims at the highest level since Hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast. But that number was skewed by the early arrival of the Easter holiday during that week.

Kentucky

Dana Corp. Moving Production Plan From Ky. To Mexico

http://www.kentucky.com/465/story/375197.html
A gearing production plant will move from southern Kentucky to Mexico and take about 100 jobs with it sometime this year.  Dana Corp., which runs the plant in Glasgow, is making the move aimed at "improving the competitiveness" of Dana's commercial vehicle business, said Chuck Hartlage, a Dana Corp. spokesman.  The move means 100 people employed at the plant will be laid off.

Gasoline At Record High Of $3.41 A Gallon Locally

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20080409/BUSINESS/804090788/1003
The average cost of gasoline in Louisville climbed to a record high of $3.41 a gallon yesterday (April 8), and the federal government predicted a national average of $3.60 this summer.  Even though prices are sharply higher than last summer's average of about $3, travel planners and others said area residents probably won't make major changes to their summer travel plans.

Soaring prices and a weak economy are expected to cut nationwide demand for gasoline by just 0.4 percent during the peak summer driving season, the federal Energy Information Administration said. The EIA predicted the $3.60 national average high will be reached in June, but prices could rise much higher than that at times and cross $4 at points.
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