
Sales/Consumption

ABC/Wash Post Consumer Comfort Index Edges Up

http://www.reuters.com/article/economicNews/idUSN2255275520080122
American consumers' confidence edged up in the latest week, though it was still near record lows as their ratings of the buying climate hit a 14-year low.  The ABC News/Washington Post Consumer Comfort Index edged up to -23 in the week ended Jan. 20, from -24 a week earlier, marking a 24-week run in negative double digits, the longest since 2002-2003.

Of the three components of the consumer comfort index, positive views on the national economy rose 2 percentage points to 30 percent; views on personal finances held at 56 percent and those on the buying climate lost 1 percentage point to 29 percent.

Fed Slashes Key Rate To 3.5%

http://money.cnn.com/2008/01/22/news/economy/fed_rates/index.htm?postversion=2008012212
The Federal Reserve slashed two key interest rates by three-quarters of a percentage point following an unscheduled meeting, citing continued concerns about a weakening economy and turmoil in the financial markets.  The Fed lowered its federal funds rate, which impacts how much consumers pay on credit card debt, home equity lines of credit and auto loans, to 3.5 percent from 4.25 percent. 

The rate cut came more than a week before the Fed's next regularly scheduled meeting, a two day session that concludes on Jan. 30. The Fed also lowered its discount rate, which is what it costs banks to borrow directly from the central bank, by three-quarters of a point, to 4 percent.

This was the biggest rate cut by the Fed since October 1984. And it was the first cut between regularly scheduled meetings since a half-point cut on the day the market reopened following the September 2001 terrorist attacks.
Housing

Homes See First Price Drop On Record

http://money.cnn.com/2008/01/24/news/economy/housing_prices/index.htm?postversion=2008012411
Prices of homes sold in December registered the biggest year-over-year decline on record, according to an industry trade group, and 2007 is the first year on record that has seen a drop. According to a report from the National Association of Realtors (NAR), the median price of homes sold in December fell nearly 6 percent from a year earlier to $208,400. The three biggest declines in prices ever recorded have now come in the last four months.

In addition to the December price decline, NAR reported the median price for all homes sold in 2007 fell 1.3 percent to $218,900, the first time that the annual price reading has shown a decline since the group started tracking that measure in 1968. The pace of home sales plunged 12.8 percent for the year.

Fixed Mortgage Rates Fall To Lowest Since '04

http://money.cnn.com/2008/01/24/real_estate/mortgage_rates/index.htm?postversion=2008012411
Mortgage rates continued to fall this week, with 30-year and 15-year fixed-rate mortgages hitting their lowest levels in nearly four years, Freddie Mac reported.  The government-sponsored loan buyer said the rate on a 30-year fixed-rate loan averaged 5.48 percent for the week ending Thursday, down from 5.69 percent last week.  At this time last year, the 30-year fixed-rate mortgage averaged 6.25 percent. The 30-year rate has not been lower since the week ending March 25, 2004, when it averaged 5.40 percent.

Mortgage Applications Rise In Latest Week

http://money.cnn.com/2008/01/23/real_estate/mortgage_apps.ap/index.htm?postversion=2008012307
Mortgage application volume rose 8.3 percent during the week ending Jan. 18, according to the trade group Mortgage Bankers Association's weekly application survey.  The MBA's application index rose to 981.5 from 906.4 the previous week.  Refinance volume spurred the growth, increasing 16.9 percent. Purchase volume fell 4.6 percent during the week ending Jan. 18. Refinance volume accounted for 66 percent of all applications.

Mortgage volume rose as interest rates continued to fall. The average interest rate for traditional, 30-year fixed-rate mortgages fell to 5.49 percent from 5.62 percent. The average rate for 15-year fixed-rate mortgages, which are often used to refinance a home, fell to 4.96 percent from 5.07 percent.

Gas/Oil

Oil Edges Up After Inventory Report 

http://money.cnn.com/2008/01/24/markets/oil_eia/index.htm?postversion=2008012410
Oil prices rose Thursday (January 24) after the government reported a surprise increase in crude supplies of 2.3 million barrels. U.S. light crude for March delivery rose 91 cents to $87.90 a barrel on the New York Mercantile Exchange. Oil had traded up 77 cents just prior to the report's release. 

In its weekly inventory report, the Energy Information Administration said crude stocks rose by 2.3 million barrels last week. Gasoline supplies surged 5 million barrels, compared to analysts' expectations of 1.6 million barrels. Distillates, used to make heating oil and diesel fuel, fell by 1.3 million barrels. Analysts had forecast a rise of 100,000 barrels.

Employment

Jobless Claims Fall To Lowest Level In 4 Months

http://money.cnn.com/2008/01/24/news/economy/bc.economy.ap/index.htm?postversion=2008012408
The number of laid off workers filing claims for unemployment benefits fell for a fourth straight week, an encouraging sign that the job market is holding up in the midst of a host of otherwise bad economic news.
The Labor Department reported Thursday that applications for unemployment benefits dropped by 1,000 to 301,000 last week.  It marked the fourth straight weekly improvement and pushed claims down to the lowest level in four months. The string of falling claims numbers was a welcome sign after a big increase in the unemployment rate to 5 percent in December had increased worries about a possible recession.

The decline in jobless claims was unexpected. Analysts had been forecasting that the number of laid off workers applying for benefits would actually rise by 19,000 under a belief that a prolonged slump in housing and a severe credit crunch would prompt businesses to trim their employment roles.

Kentucky

Slowdown Is 'Cold Water In The Face' To Home Builders

http://www.kentucky.com/101/story/297128.html
Construction of new houses fell sharply in Central Kentucky last year, and builders are cautious in their plans for 2008, sending ripples through the local economy to lumber yards, electricians, counter-top companies and others.

Home builders in Central Kentucky have had rough sledding for the past two years, with new home starts dropping in both 2006 and 2007. Overall, building permits for new construction in Fayette County dropped 47 percent from 2005 to 2007. Clark County saw an even more precipitous decline as permits dropped more than 60 percent over the same period. Jessamine County had a 58 percent drop.

In Bourbon County, total new home construction costs were close to $10 million in 2006. "This past year it was $1.7 million," said Jim Shaw, code enforcement officer and building inspector.

Although the local housing market has slowed, several builders said Lexington has been protected from a more dramatic slump because it did not have the run-up in prices that occurred in places such as California, Florida and Nevada. "Ours has been a soft landing compared to other places," said John Barlow, president of Barlow Homes, one of Central Kentucky's largest home builders.

Area Home Prices Fell Last Month 

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20080125/BUSINESS/801250379
Median home prices dropped sharply in Louisville and Southern Indiana last month from a year earlier, but results for the full year in both areas were better than for the nation overall.  The Greater Louisville Association of Realtors reported a median price of $133,400 for sales made in December, more than $5,000 below the price a year earlier. The median price for single-family homes and condominiums sold by Realtors in all of 2007 was $139,000 -- an increase of less than half a percentage point from 2006. 

Both areas are considered buyer's markets, partly due to the high number of homes for sale. The Southern Indiana Realtors Association said its members sold 3,515 properties last year, down 1.3 percent from 2006. The Louisville association reported 14,750 sales, a 2.8 percent decline. 

Area Builders Cut Back Plans For 2008 

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20080123/BUSINESS/801230830
Home construction fell sharply in the Louisville area last year, and some builders are paring plans further for 2008, sending ripples through the local economy to lumber yards, heating and cooling companies and others.  One of the biggest homebuilders in the state, Dominion Homes, completed 200 houses in Louisville, Lexington and Georgetown in 2007, with an average price about $20,000 lower than in 2005, when it built more than 500 homes during a nationwide construction peak. 

Overall, the number of residential building permits filed in Jefferson County last year dropped 11 percent from 2006, and government records show that residential permits in Jefferson, Bullitt, Clark, Floyd and Oldham counties are all down by more than one-third since the nationwide peak in 2005. 

Jobless Rates Up In 74 Counties From December 2006 To December 2007

http://www.workforce.ky.gov/newspub.htm#Jan._23,_2008
Unemployment rates rose in 74 Kentucky counties between December 2006 and December 2007, fell in 33 counties and remained the same in 13 counties, according to the Kentucky Office of Employment and Training, an agency of the Education Cabinet. Fayette and Woodford counties recorded the lowest jobless rate in the commonwealth at 3.7 percent each. Jackson County recorded the state’s highest unemployment rate — 10.1 percent. 
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