
Sales/Consumption

Weakest Holiday Season In Years

http://money.cnn.com/2008/01/10/news/economy/retail_sales/index.htm?postversion=2008011010
Retailers reported deep declines in their December sales, reflecting a 2007 holiday shopping season that is turning out to be the weakest in years.  According to Ken Perkins, president of sales tracker Retail, the holiday season started off strong as shoppers lapped up juicy discounts on Black Friday, the day after Thanksgiving which traditionally marks the start of the November-December gift-buying marathon which can account for as much as half of retailers' annual profits and sales.

"But then there was a three-week lull after that. The early shopping momentum didn't carry through the rest of the [holiday season]," Perkins said.  Perkins, who tracks same-store sales at 43 retail chains, said combined Nov.-Dec. sales rose 1.7 percent, their weakest gain since 2002.

In the overall retail sector, Thomson Financial, which also compares monthly results at 43 of the nation's largest retail chains based on analysts' estimates, expects total December same-store sales rose just 0.9 percent, much weaker than the 3.3 percent gain for the same period in 2006.

ABC/Wash Post Consumer Comfort Index Holds At -20

http://www.reuters.com/article/economicNews/idUSN0852737020080108
The ABC News/Washington Post Consumer Comfort Index held at -20 in the week ended Jan. 6, marking a 22-week stint in negative double digits. The index ranges from -100 to +100 and its 2007 average was -11.  From the three components of the index, positive views on the national economy held steady at 31 percent, while views on personal finances rose 1 percentage point to 58 percent and those on the buying climate fell 1 percentage point to 31 percent.

Credit Card Debt Spikes To Six-Month High

http://money.cnn.com/2008/01/08/news/economy/consumer_borrowing.ap/index.htm?postversion=2008010815
Consumer borrowing rebounded in November as credit card debt shot up by the largest amount in six months.  The Federal Reserve reported that consumer borrowing rose at an annual rate of 7.4 percent in November, far higher than the 1 percent rise in October.  The category that includes credit card debt surged at an annual rate of 11.3 percent, a six-month high, reflecting the fact that shoppers are continuing to rely heavily on their credit cards to finance purchases since home equity lines of credit have become harder to get.

The category that includes auto loans also increased in November, rising at a rate of 5.1 percent after having fallen by 3.5 percent in October.  The 7.4 percent overall increase in credit pushed total credit up by $15.4 billion - much stronger than the $8.5 billion increase that analysts had been expecting.

Manufacturing/Output

Wholesale Inventories Getting Leaner

http://www.marketwatch.com/News/Story/Story.aspx?guid={298ABE99-8581-4974-889D-0F545231BAB1}
Higher oil prices sent sales of U.S. wholesalers up 2.2% in November, the biggest gain in more than two years. Inventories at wholesalers grew 0.6% in the month. With nominal sales rising much faster than inventories, the inventory-to-sales ratio fell to a record low 1.07 in November from 1.08 in October. The inventory-to-sales ratio was 1.17 a year ago. The gain in wholesale sales was, in part, an illusion of inflation. Petroleum sales jumped 8.9% in the month, the biggest rise in two years. The figures are not adjusted for inflation. Earlier, the Labor Department reported that producer prices soared 3.2% in November, the biggest rise since 1973.

Housing 

Mortgage Applications Up Last Week

http://money.cnn.com/2008/01/09/real_estate/mortgage_applications.ap/index.htm?postversion=2008010910
Mortgage application volume skyrocketed 32.2 percent during the holiday-shortened week ending Jan. 4, ending three consecutive weeks of sharp declines.  The MBA's application index jumped to 706 from 533.9 the previous week, which was also a holiday-shortened week because of Christmas. The index can be more volatile around the holidays, as volume tends to be smaller and seasonal adjustments are made. During the same period the previous year, the application index jumped 16.6 percent.

Application volume is still 13 percent less than it was four weeks earlier when it began a run of steady declines. The index stood at 811.8 for the week ending Dec. 7.

Pending Home Sales Sank More Than Expected In November. 

http://money.cnn.com/2008/01/08/news/economy/home_sales/index.htm?postversion=2008010818
Contracts to sell existing homes fell in November and there could be darker days ahead for home values, which are expected to post their biggest decline on record this quarter as a full-year rebound in prices now isn't expected until 2009.  The National Association of Realtors' Pending Home Sales Index, which measures the level of sales agreements, fell 2.6 percent to 87.6 in November, turning lower after two months of modest improvement from a record low hit in August. The Realtors also cut its existing home price estimate for the current quarter to a 5.3 percent year-over-year decline, which would mean the current period would see the steepest drop in that price measure on record. 

Employment

Weekly Unemployment Claims Fall 

http://money.cnn.com/2008/01/10/news/economy/bc.economy.ap/index.htm?postversion=2008011009
The number of newly laid off workers filing claims for unemployment benefits unexpectedly fell last week although the decline was not viewed as evidence of an improving job market.  The Labor Department reported that 322,000 persons filed applications for jobless benefits, down by 15,000 from the previous week when claims had declined by 20,000.  While the second straight drop in weekly claims caught analysts by surprise, it was not seen as a sign of a fundamental improvement in the labor market, which has been coming under strains that have raised concerns about a possible recession.

Labor Department analysts said the declines of the past two weeks were more the result of difficulties in adjusting the numbers around the Christmas and New Year's holidays when state claims offices are open fewer days.  The four-week average for jobless claims dipped slightly to 341,000, the lowest in a month.

Gas/Oil

Oil Prices Continue Decline

http://money.cnn.com/2008/01/10/markets/bc.apfn.oilprices.ap/index.htm?postversion=2008011010
Benchmark oil prices slid steeply Thursday (January 10), shedding over $2 a barrel in the wake of a U.S. government report that the country's stockpiles of gasoline grew last week.  That development - along with continued fears of a U.S. recession - outweighed bullish separate statistics from the U.S. Energy Department's Energy Information Administration showing that the nation's crude oil inventories fell to their lowest level in more than three years.

U.S. gasoline stocks rose 5.3 million barrels, or 2.6 percent, to 213.1 million barrels during the week ended Jan. 4. Analysts had forecast the report would show they had climbed only 1.6 million barrels.

Kentucky

Half Of Foreclosures Involved Older Loans 

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20080111/BUSINESS/801110376/1003
More than half of the Jefferson County homeowners who faced mortgage-foreclosure proceedings in the first six months of 2007 had owned their property at least five years, according to a new report from the Metropolitan Housing Coalition. In reviewing the 1,699 cases filed in the county from last Jan. 1 through June 30, the nonprofit coalition also found that 46 percent of the cases were linked to adjustable-rate mortgages, up from 27 percent two years earlier. 

The number of overall mortgage foreclosure filings in Jefferson County was expected to top 3,400 last year, an all-time high. The number of properties sold at foreclosure auctions last year was 3,089, also a record. Not all filings result in auction sales, partly because some homeowners are able to make payment arrangements with their lenders. 
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