
Housing
Homebuilder Sentiment Index Hits New Record Low 

http://www.usatoday.com/money/economy/housing/2009-01-21-home-builder-sentiment-index_N.htm
A key gauge of homebuilders' confidence sank to a new low this month, as the deepening U.S. recession and rising unemployment erode chances for a housing turnaround.  The National Association of Home Builders/Wells Fargo housing market index dropped one point to a record low of 8 in January. The index was at 9 for the previous two months.

Index readings higher than 50 indicate positive sentiment about the market. But the index has drifted below 50 since May 2006 and has been below 20 since April 2008. The slide in builders' confidence accelerated in the wake of the U.S. financial crisis, slipping three points in October and then five points in November.

Home Construction Ends Worst Year Since 1959 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/01/23/business/economy/23econ.html?ref=business&pagewanted=print
The government said that new-home construction plunged to a record low in December, capping the worst year for builders on records dating back to 1959.  Construction of new homes and apartments fell 15.5 percent to an annual rate of 550,000 units last month, the Commerce Department reported. That shattered the previous low set in November.

For all of 2008, the number of housing units that builders broke ground on totaled about 904,000, also a low. That was a 33.3 percent drop from the 1.355 million housing units started in 2007. The previous low was set in 1991.

Housing Permits, Starts At Record Low

http://money.cnn.com/2009/01/22/news/economy/housing_starts/index.htm?postversion=2009012209
Housing permits and starts both tumbled to record lows in December, according to a government report.

The Commerce Department said housing permits fell 10.7 percent from the prior month to an annual rate of 549,000 in December, while starts were down 15.5 percent from November to an annual rate of 550,000.

Both measures were at the lowest levels since the government started tracking the data in 1959. 

The reports also came in much worse than expected. The Commerce Department was expected to report that building permits ticked down to an annual rate of 615,000, unchanged from a revised reading for the month prior.

Meanwhile, the Commerce Department was expected to report that housing starts fell to 610,000 in December from a revised 651,000 in November.  Housing permits in December were 50.6 percent below the year-earlier rate of 1,111,000, and housing starts were down 45 percent from 1,000,000.

For all of 2008, the report estimates 892,500 housing units obtained building permits, which was 36.2 percent below the 2007 figure of 1,398,400. Meanwhile, the government estimated that 904,300 housing units were started in 2008, which is 33.3 percent lower than the 1,355,000 units started in 2007.

Mortgage Applications Drop As Rates Rebound

http://money.cnn.com/2009/01/22/real_estate/mortgage_applications.reut/index.htm?postversion=2009012210
U.S. mortgage applications dropped last week, as a jump in home loan rates sapped demand for refinancing, the Mortgage Bankers Association said.  Average 30-year mortgage rates leaped 0.35 percentage points in the week ended Jan. 16 to 5.24 percent, after touching the lowest level in the history of the trade group's survey, which dates to 1990.

A spate of applications when the rate for 30-year fixed mortgages hit 4.89 percent the prior week had propelled the refinancing index to a 5-1/2-year peak.  The Mortgage Bankers Association's seasonally adjusted index of mortgage applications, which includes both purchase and refinance loans, fell 9.8 percent to 1,195.3 in the past week. That was the lowest level since mid-December but still about three times higher than some readings in late October and in November before government actions to slash home borrowing costs took hold.

Gas/Oil

Oil Rebounds From 10 Percent Plunge

http://money.cnn.com/2009/01/20/markets/oil/index.htm?postversion=2009012009
Crude oil prices recovered after falling to their lowest price in more than a month Tuesday (January 20), as the dollar soared against the pound and euro on continued European economic turbulence.  U.S. crude for February delivery turned positive, rising 39 cents, or 1.07 percent, to $36.90 a barrel, compared to Friday's close of $36.51. Prices recovered after plummeting by as much as 10 percent to $32.70 earlier, the lowest level for crude since Dec. 19.

Gasoline Prices Rise For Third Straight Week  

http://www.usatoday.com/money/industries/energy/2009-01-21-gas-prices_N.htm
Gasoline prices increased for the third week in a row, jumping another 6.3 cents per gallon due to higher crude oil costs.  The national price for regular unleaded gasoline averaged $1.85 a gallon, the highest since Nov. 24, but down $1.17 from a year ago, the federal Energy Information Administration said in its weekly survey of service stations.

Employment

Jobless Claims Surge To 26-Year High

http://money.cnn.com/2009/01/22/news/economy/jobless_claims/index.htm?postversion=2009012209
The number of Americans filing for first-time unemployment benefits rose last week to a 26-year high, according to a government report.  The Labor Department said that initial filings for state jobless benefits rose 62,000 to 589,000 for the week ended Jan. 17.  Jobless claims were revised up 3,000 to 527,000 for the week ended Jan. 10. The last time jobless claims were this high was in November 1982, when jobless claims surged to 612,000. 

Ian Shepherdson, an economist with High Frequency Economics in New York, cautioned that the impact of Christmas and New Year's Day as well as the extended auto sector shutdowns continue to cloud the data. But he believes the ranks of Americans filing for benefits will climb.

The number of Americans receiving jobless benefits for a week or longer is up 68 percent from a year ago, measured on a four-week average basis. 

Kentucky

Call Center Opens In Lexington

http://www.kentucky.com/103/story/666842.html
Automobile BDC, an off-site Internet department for car dealerships, has opened a call center on West Short Street in downtown Lexington.  The call center will employ 75 workers full-time and includes a capital investment of $100,000, according to Commerce Lexington.  The average hourly wage at the company will be $12.50. 
American Greetings Cutting Jobs In Bardstown

http://www.kentucky.com/103/story/668482.html
American Greetings Corp. is cutting jobs at its Bardstown manufacturing facility as part of a cost reduction effort company-wide. The Cleveland Plain Dealer reported that the Ohio-based company will close 60 stores nationwide, or 14 percent of its 415 locations, and cut at least 200 jobs. The cuts will be spread between its Carlton Retail division and facilities in Bardstown, Osceola, Ark., and Ripley, Tenn. 

Kentuckians Driving Less

http://www.courier-journal.com/article/20090124/BUSINESS/901240417/1003/BUSINESS
Kentuckians were still driving fewer miles late last year even as gasoline prices fell to less than half their summertime highs.  In Kentucky, November marked the 15th consecutive month in which vehicle miles fell compared with the same period a year earlier, according to data released by the U.S. Department of Transportation.

Economists said the recession has cut into driving even as prices for regular unleaded gas fell below $2 a gallon.  "As people are either losing jobs or … expecting to lose their jobs or losing overtime hours, their budgets become more crunched and they have to watch their spending," said Dagney Faulk, research director at Ball State University's Center for Business and Economic Research.

Overall, the federal estimates found that Americans drove 5 percent less in November, or 13 billion fewer miles, compared with the same month a year earlier. It was the steepest drop for that month since records started being kept in 1971.

Louisville Median Home Price Down 7.5 Percent In December

http://www.courier-journal.com/article/20090122/BUSINESS/90122018
The median price of homes sold by members of the Greater Louisville Association of Realtors dropped to $123,400 in December, a 7.5 percent decline from a year earlier.  In what is typically one of the slowest months of any year for the housing market, the group’s members sold 718 homes and condominiums, or 25.5 percent fewer than a year earlier.

For the full year, the median price in 2008 was $134,900, down 3 percent from $139,000 in 2007. 

Realtors working mostly in Jefferson, Bullitt and Oldham counties sold a total of 11,371 residences last year — down 23 percent from 2007 and the fewest since 2002. The average residential listing spent 110 days on the market as of last month, a sign that Louisville — like much of the nation — continues to be a buyer’s market. 
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