Economic Briefs

Week of January 14, 2005
Output/Prices
U.S. Leading Economic Indicators Dip

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/20/news/economy/conference/index.htm
The index of leading economic indicators fell for the first time in five months in February but the outlook for growth remains solid.  The index, meant to predict the economy's performance in coming months, fell 0.2 percent last month to 139.0.  But the reading "still suggests that the sluggish growth in the fourth quarter [2005] should not persist, and economic growth is likely to pick up in the near term,".

Five of 10 components in the leading indicators index weakened in February: consumer expectations, vendor performance, building permits, stock prices, and average weekly initial claims for unemployment insurance.  Among the positive indicators: manufacturers' new orders went up, while the money supply, average weekly manufacturing hours and manufacturers' new orders for consumer goods remained healthy.
Wholesale Prices Fall

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/21/news/economy/ppi/index.htm
Prices paid by businesses fell sharply in February due to a drop in energy prices but another key measure of inflation still came in higher than forecasts.  The overall Producer Price Index, which measures prices at the wholesale level, showed a 1.4 percent decline in February, compared with a 0.3 percent rise in January. 
But the so-called core PPI, which excludes often volatile food and energy prices, was up 0.3 percent in the month, compared with a 0.4 percent rise in January. Economists had forecast only a 0.1 percent rise in the core, which is more closely watched by economists than the overall PPI reading.

A 4.7 percent decline in energy prices was a key to the bigger than expected drop in the overall PPI, but food prices also fell 2.7 percent.

Durable Goods Orders Rebound

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/24/news/economy/durables/index.htm
The Census Bureau reported that new durable goods orders rose 2.6 percent in February, compared with a revised 8.9 percent decline reported in January. Economists had forecast that orders would rise just 1.3 percent in the month.  But stripping out the volatile transportation sector, orders decreased 1.3 percent in February.  Orders excluding transportation were up 8.3 percent year-to-date over 2005.

Consumption/Income
Consumer Sentiment Unwavered

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/17/news/economy/sentiment.reut/index.htm
The University of Michigan's preliminary March index of consumer sentiment read 86.7, unchanged from the final February figure of 86.7, said sources who saw the subscription-only report. The median forecast of Wall Street economists was for a rise in the preliminary March index to 88.0.

The survey's index of current conditions rose to 106.2 in early March from 105.6 in February.  The gauge on consumer expectations, however, went in the opposite direction, slipping slightly to 74.2 in early March from the final February reading of 74.5.

Personal Bankruptcies Soar To All-Time High

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/24/pf/personal_bankruptcies/index.htm
The number of Americans filing for bankruptcy jumped 30 percent last year to the highest on record as debtors rushed to file petitions before new restrictions took effect.  Personal bankruptcies filed in the federal courts totaled 2,078,415 in 2005, up from 1,597,462 petitions filed in 2004.  It was the largest number of bankruptcy petitions ever filed in any 12-month period in the history of the federal courts.  Bankruptcy filings for the period between Oct. 1 and Dec. 31, 2005, also hit a record high for any quarter.

The increase was largely in response to the passage of the Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and Consumer Protection Act of 2005, which went into effect on Oct. 17, 2005.

Housing

Home Ownership Getting Tough For Working Class

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/22/real_estate/homeownership_study/index.htm
The rate of home ownership for low- to moderate-income families with children is lower than in 1978, even as the overall rate of home ownership increases, according to a study from the Center for Housing Policy.

The study found that only 59.6 percent of working class families owned their homes in 2003, the most recent year for which figures were available, down from 62.5 percent in 1978.  Meanwhile, home ownership in the overall population has risen to 68.3 percent in 2003 from 65.2 percent in 1978. 

Home Sales Post Biggest Jump In 2 Years

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/23/news/economy/homesales/index.htm
The National Association of Realtors reported existing homes sold at an annual rate of 6.91 million in February, up from a revised 6.57 million pace in January. The 5.2 percent rise was the biggest gain since a 5.9 percent jump in February 2004.  The surprise pickup in February sales may have been due partly to favorable circumstances in January, as the report is based on when a sale closes, not when a contract is signed.  The trade group's statement said the warmest January on record may have helped to spur sales, while a brief dip in mortgage rates that month also probably helped.

At Long Last, A New Home Sale Slump

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/24/news/economy/newhome_sales/index.htm
New home sales fell more sharply than expected in February -- and along with them, the price of a new house -- in the latest signs of a slowdown in what had been a white-hot housing market.  Sales sank 10.5 percent to an annual rate of 1.08 million homes in February, from the revised rate of 1.21 million in January.

The report also showed a drop in the median price of a new home from a year earlier, to $230,400, down $6,900, or 3 percent from February 2005. Half of all homes sold for more than the median and half for less.  While it's not uncommon that prices fluctuate month to month, a year-over-year decline is far less common. February also marked the fourth straight month-over-month decline in median price since the record of $243,900 in October. The current median is 5.5 percent below that record.

Mortgage Demand At Year's Low

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/22/real_estate/mortgage_apps.reut/index.htm
The Mortgage Bankers Association said its seasonally adjusted index of mortgage application activity for the week ended March 17 decreased 1.6 percent to 565.0 from the previous week's 574.4, its lowest level so far this year.  Borrowing costs on 30-year fixed-rate mortgages, excluding fees, averaged 6.31 percent, down 0.11 percentage point from the previous week's 6.42 percent level, a near four-year peak.

Employment

Jobless Claims Sink By 11,000

http://money.cnn.com/2006/03/23/news/economy/jobless_claims/index.htm
Initial claims for state unemployment insurance benefits fell to 302,000 in the week ended March 18 from an upwardly revised 313,000 the prior week.  The closely watched four-week moving average of new claims, which flattens weekly volatility to provide a better picture of the job market, climbed by 6,000 to 305,000 in the week ended March 18.
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