
Sales/Consumption

Stores Suffer Big Drop In March Sales 

http://money.cnn.com/2009/04/14/news/economy/retail_sales/index.htm?postversion=2009041409
Retail sales suffered an unexpected big decline in March which broke two straight months of improving sales.  The Commerce Department said total retail sales fell 1.1 percent last month, compared with February's revised gain of 0.3 percent. Sales in February were originally reported to have dipped 0.1 percent. Sales excluding autos and auto parts fell a surprising 0.9 percent compared to a revised 1 percent increase in the measure for February. February ex-auto sales were originally reported to have increased 0.7 percent.

Consumer Sentiment Rises In April

http://www.marketwatch.com/news/story/consumer-sentiment-rises-april/story.aspx?guid= percent7B325DA616-05B6-44D3-A3C0-8C5EE3450A69 percent7D&dist=google
U.S. consumer sentiment improved in April, but remained relatively gloomy, according to a survey by the University of Michigan and Reuters. The consumer sentiment index rose to 61.9 from 57.3 in March, boosted by higher stock prices and hopes that the worst of the recession may be soon past. Other gauges of consumer attitudes have also been improving lately. It's the highest level for sentiment since September 2008, when the financial crisis worsened. 

The expectations index rose to 58.9 in April from 53.5 in March. The current conditions index rose to 66.6 in April from 63.3. 

Economic Optimism Gains, But Current Ratings, Not So

http://abcnews.go.com/PollingUnit/story?id=7336318&page=1
The ABC News Consumer Comfort Index, based on ratings of current conditions, stands at -51 on its scale of +100 to -100, just 3 points from its all-time low of -54 in late January. The index is down 4 points from its 2009 high four weeks ago. 
Expectations about the economy measured separately have been moving in another direction. Twenty-four percent say the economy's getting better, 10 points higher than last month and 5 points higher than the 28-year average. Still, nearly twice as many are pessimistic and pessimism in this poll is a bit higher than in an ABC News/Washington Post poll two weeks ago. 

Consumer Prices In 1st Annual Drop Since '55

http://money.cnn.com/2009/04/15/news/economy/CPI_March/index.htm?postversion=2009041510
A key index of prices paid by consumers fell in March and registered its first annual decline in more than 50 years as prices for energy and food slumped in the weak economy. But core inflation, which excludes volatile food and energy costs, was slightly higher - with no indication of deflation.

The Consumer Price Index, the Labor Department's key measure of inflation, declined 0.1 percent in March, after climbing 0.4 percent the previous month. The overall index is down 0.4 percent since March 2008, which is the first 12-month decline since August 1955.  However, that annual decline is largely a reflection of the steep drop in gasoline prices that occurred over the last year.  But prices excluding food and energy rose 0.2 percent in March after a 0.2 percent rise the month before. 

Sales Tax Slump: State Revenue Falls 4 Percent

http://money.cnn.com/2009/04/14/news/economy/state_revenue.reut/index.htm?postversion=2009041414
Revenue of U.S. states fell 4 percent in the 2008 fourth quarter as sales tax collections had their biggest drop in 50 years, and 41 states were on track for revenue declines of more than triple that rate for the first quarter of 2009.  States, which have been struggling with lower revenue as the recession hits everything from sales taxes to property taxes, are likely to suffer more this month with an expected sharp fall in collected income taxes, according to the report by the Rockefeller Institute of Government.

Total tax revenue declined in 35 states, while six saw double-digit declines, according to the institute.  Initial data for the first quarter of 2009 showed 41 states reporting that overall tax collections were down 12.8 percent in January and February versus the same two months in 2008, the report said.

Sales tax collections, a major revenue generator for states, fell by 6.1 percent in the fourth quarter of 2008 from the year-earlier period. The decline was wide-spread, hitting 34 out of the 45 states with broad-based sales taxes.

Manufacturing/Output

Business Inventories Fall

http://money.cnn.com/2009/04/14/news/economy/buisness_inventories.reut/index.htm?postversion=2009041410
Business inventories fell 1.3 percent in February, pulled down by declining motor vehicle output.  The Commerce Department revised January inventories to a 1.3 percent drop, previously reported as a 1.1 percent fall. Motor vehicle and parts inventories fell 3 percent in February. The Commerce Department said business sales rose 0.2 percent in February after a revised 1.2 percent decline in January, which was previously reported as a 1 percent fall.

That left the inventories-to-sales ratio, which measures how long it would take to empty shelves at the current pace of sales, at 1.43 months' worth, the lowest since November, and down from 1.45 the prior month.  Compared to February last year, business inventories were 3.5 percent lower, while sales plummeted 13 percent, the department said. 

Wholesale Prices In Sharp Decline 

http://money.cnn.com/2009/04/14/news/economy/ppi/index.htm?postversion=2009041409
Wholesale prices fell more than expected in March, primarily due to a large drop off in energy prices.  The Producer Price Index, which tracks the changes in selling prices for domestic producers, decreased 1.2 percent last month. The drop in wholesale prices follows a 0.1 percent increase in the index in February. January's 0.8 percent increase snapped a five-month streak of falling prices. 

The main driver pushing down the PPI number was the decrease in volatile food and energy prices. The index that measures energy prices plunged 5.5 percent in March, and that came on the heels of a 1.3 percent increase in energy prices in February and a 3.7 percent increase in January. 

U.S. Industrial Production Drops More Than Forecast 

http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=20601103&sid=avJLjzY1u1TA&refer=news
Industrial production in the U.S. fell for the 14th time in the last 15 months as factories trimmed unwanted stockpiles. Output at factories, mines and utilities dropped 1.5 percent last month, more than anticipated and matching the prior month’s decrease, according to a report from the Federal Reserve in Washington. The amount of industrial capacity in use fell to 69.3 percent, the lowest level since records began in 1967. 

Housing

Home Building Takes A Big Dip

http://money.cnn.com/2009/04/16/real_estate/housing_starts_March/index.htm?postversion=2009041609
Initial construction of U.S. homes fell more than expected in March, sinking to the second lowest level on record.  Housing starts fell to a seasonally adjusted annual rate of 510,000 last month, down nearly 11 percent from a revised 572,000 in February, according to the Commerce Department. February starts were originally reported at 583,000.  Starts have not been this low since January, when they fell to an annual rate of 477,000, which was the lowest since the government began keeping records in 1959. The March total was below the 540,000 rate economists had forecast. 

The bulk of the decline was in multi-family homes, which fell more than 42 percent to an annual rate of 116,000 last month. In February, construction of multi-family units unexpectedly soared to a revised rate of 202,000. However, construction of single-family homes, considered the core of the housing market, held steady at an annual rate of 358,000, even with February's total. 

Homebuilder Confidence Jumps

http://money.cnn.com/2009/04/15/news/economy/housing_market_index/index.htm?postversion=2009041513
In a strong sign that the housing market may be picking up, builder confidence in April made its most dramatic increase in nearly seven years.  The Housing Market Index, a survey-based measurement of sales, as well as sales expectations, rose by more than 50 percent in April, according to the National Association of Home Builders, which compiles the index with Wells Fargo.  The index rose to 14 from its prior level of 9, which was the biggest increase since May 2003.

The survey is a composite of ratings, based on builders' perceptions of single-family home sales, their expectations for sales over the next six months and volume of prospective buyers. Of these various components, the largest increase in April came from sales expectations for the next six months. This is also the area that had suffered the steepest declines in recent months.

Foreclosure Filings Jump 24 Percent

http://money.cnn.com/2009/04/16/real_estate/foreclosures/index.htm
Foreclosure activity skyrocketed in March and the first quarter of 2009 to their highest levels on record as banks lifted moratoria on filings.  Total foreclosure filings - which include default papers, auction sale notices and repossessions - reached 803,489 in the first quarter, according to a report by RealtyTrac. That is a 24 percent jump over a year earlier and a 9 percent increase compared to the previous quarter. Of those filings, 341,180 happened in March - a 17 percent increase from February and a 46 percent jump from March 2008. 

Mortgage Rates Ease

http://money.cnn.com/2009/04/16/real_estate/weekly_mortgage_rates/index.htm?postversion=2009041613
Mortgage rates fell slightly this week and appear to be settling into a range near historically low levels, according to a national survey.  Bankrate.com, an online aggregator of various types of interest rates, said 30-year fixed mortgages averaged 5.18 percent this week, down from 5.2 percent the week before. Rates on 15-year fixed mortgages fell to 4.72 percent from 4.75 percent.  Mortgage rates remain at historic lows. In the nearly 24-year history of Bankrate's weekly rate survey, the 30-year fixed has been lower just once -- two weeks ago, when it averaged 5.13 percent.

Mortgage Applications Dip

http://money.cnn.com/2009/04/15/real_estate/mortgage_applications.reut/index.htm?postversion=2009041507
Mortgage applications to finance the purchase of homes and to refinance existing loans fell last week even as U.S. home loan rates treaded water just above record lows.  Requests for new loans dropped in the Good Friday holiday week after five straight weekly increases.

"The MBA does not provide a holiday adjustment for the Easter/Passover weekend, which may have contributed to this week's decrease in application volume," the trade group said in a statement.  During the prior five-week run, average 30-year mortgage rates sank by as much as a half percentage point before starting to trend up again.

Gas/Oil

Gas Prices: Up 5 Percent In Three Weeks

http://money.cnn.com/2009/04/12/news/economy/gas_prices/index.htm?postversion=2009041216
Prices at the pump are up nearly 10 cents from three weeks ago.  The average price of a gallon of self-serve regular gasoline was $2.05 on Friday (April 10), up about 9.6 cents from the last survey on March 20, the Lundberg Survey found. "This is mostly seasonal demand talking, as gasoline demand always rises in spring and summer," said publisher Trilby Lundberg. The price of crude oil has mostly been unchanged, she said.

Employment

Jobless Claims Down Nationally, Little Changed In Kentucky

http://www.courier-journal.com/article/20090416/BUSINESS/90416018
New jobless claims fell nationally for the second straight week.  The Labor Department said its tally of initial unemployment claims dropped to a seasonally adjusted 610,000 from a revised 663,000 the previous week. That was significantly below analysts' expectations of 655,000 and the lowest level since late January. The four-week average of claims, which smoothes out volatility, fell 8,500 to 651,000.

State-by-state figures for the week ended April 4, the most recent available, showed 15,136 filed first-time claims in Kentucky, up 571 from the week before. 
Federal Reserve Beige Book Reports

Fourth District--Cleveland 

http://www.federalreserve.gov/fomc/beigebook/2009/20090415/4.htm
Economic activity in the Fourth District remained weak through the end of March. The downward trend in factory output and steel shipments that began late in the third quarter of 2008 continued. However, we heard some reports of a leveling off in the decline for new orders. Residential construction remains very depressed, while commercial building activity was mixed. Sales by District retailers did show a slight improvement, and the precipitous drop in new motor vehicle sales has shown signs of stabilizing. Little change in energy production was noted; however, there is considerable downward pressure on spot and contract prices for natural gas and coal. Freight transport volume remains at low levels. Finally, regional bankers told us that commercial and industrial lending is down, while C&I loan portfolios at community banks are expanding. Core deposits showed strong growth.

Employment declines were seen in manufacturing, transportation, and banking, while healthcare care institutions continued hiring. Staffing firms reported an overall decline in job openings. Given the weak labor market, wage pressures are contained. Capital spending has been frozen or trimmed back significantly from 2008 levels. With the exception of commercial builders, survey respondents who participated in credit markets said they experienced little or no difficulty in obtaining financing for long- or short-term uses.

Eighth District--St. Louis 

http://www.federalreserve.gov/fomc/beigebook/2009/20090415/8.htm
The economy of the Eighth District has weakened further since our previous report. Overall manufacturing activity declined and contacts' reports indicate slowing activity in the services sector. Reports on retail sales across the District were mixed. Auto dealers reported a decline in sales and a few dealerships have closed their doors. Home sales and residential construction continue to be weak throughout the District. Reports from commercial and industrial real estate contacts indicated a continued slowdown in economic activity. Overall lending at a sample of small and mid-sized banks increased slightly during the first quarter of 2009.

Kentucky Notes:

Real Estate and Construction

Home sales continued to decline throughout the Eighth District. Compared with the same period in 2008, February 2009 residential sales were down by 30 percent in Louisville. Residential construction has also continued to decline throughout the District. February 2009 single-family housing permits fell in nearly all District metro areas compared with the same period in 2008. Permits declined by 48 percent in Louisville.

Commercial real estate and construction markets are declining throughout the District. In contrast, a contact in south-central Kentucky reported that commercial building permits are stable as a result of several projects in downtown Bowling Green and at Western Kentucky University.

Kentucky

Kentucky’s Jobless Rate Jumps To 9.8 Percent In March

http://www.workforce.ky.gov/newspub.htm#April_17,_2009
Kentucky’s seasonally adjusted preliminary unemployment rate for March 2009 jumped to a 25-year high 9.8 percent from February 2009’s revised 9.3 percent, according to the Office of Employment and Training. The March rate was the highest in Kentucky since the 9.9 percent jobless rate recorded in January 1984.

“The 9.8 percent March 2009 unemployment rate is 3.9 percentage points higher than the 5.9 percent rate recorded in March 2008,” said Justine Detzel, OET chief labor market analyst. 

Five of the 11 major nonfarm North American Industry Classification System job sectors reported an employment increase in March 2009, while five decreased and one stayed the same. A decline of 2,400 jobs in March 2009 brought Kentucky’s nonfarm employment to a seasonally adjusted total of 1,798,500. Since March 2008, Kentucky’s nonfarm employment has plunged by 62,700.

Kuhlman Layoffs Continue As Plant's End Nears

http://www.kentucky.com/103/story/764812.html
Kuhlman Electric Corp., a large Versailles employer since 1969, expects production to end and most employees to be laid off by June 30.  The company, which had about 200 employees before the announcement earlier this year, will lay off about 70 on May 1, according to CEO Tom Minnich.  The company's headquarters, employing at least 40 people, will remain in Versailles. 

Shelbyville Factory To Close

http://www.kentucky.com/181/story/764394.html
An automotive supplier in Shelbyville will be closing its plant because its customers have switched to other suppliers. Noble Metal Processing does laser welding work and was notified by customers of their "intent to re-source (that work) from facilities in the U.S. and Canada, including our plant in Shelbyville," said company spokeswoman Ann Cieszkowski.  The move will affect 79 workers, according to data submitted to the state.

Paducah Latest Kentucky City Hit By Budget Crunch

http://www.kentucky.com/181/story/762119.html
City workers in Paducah are the latest in Kentucky to feel the sting of government budget cuts.  The city commission voted to eliminate 12 employees as part of a reorganization. The plan would eventually abolish or leave unfilled 32 positions, nearly a tenth of the city's work force.

City Manager Jim Zumwalt predicted budget shortfalls of between $2.5 million and $3.5 million each year for the next two years. He said the reorganization would save $1.6 million immediately and more than $2 million in the long run. A number of local governments, including Louisville, Lexington and Frankfort have instituted hiring freezes or are reducing staff size by attrition, or both.

Kentucky Foreclosures Rose 10 Percent In First Quarter

http://www.kentucky.com/103/story/763526.html
In Kentucky, the number of foreclosures increased 10 percent to 1,735 in the first quarter compared with a year earlier. In March, though, the number dropped 9 percent to 631.

New Jobs Coming To Catlettsburg Carbon Plant

http://www.kentucky.com/465/story/761832.html
Tougher environmental regulation should mean more long-term jobs in eastern Kentucky.  Calgon Carbon Corp. said it is restarting a line at a plant near Catlettsburg to produced crushed carbon for removing mercury from flue gas in coal-fired power plants.  Plant spokesman Gail Gerono said that 36 more workers will be hired to operate and maintain the line, which has been idle for years. Sixteen of the additional workers have already been hired. The plant will employ about 160 workers when the new line begins operation.

ACS Plans To Add 215 Positions In Kentucky

http://www.courier-journal.com/article/20090415/BUSINESS/904150395/1003/BUSINESS
Affiliated Computer Services announced plans to hire 215 workers at its Lexington and London, Ky., operations. ACS, which specializes in outsourced back-office business functions, has openings for customer service, data entry, clerical and management staff.  ACS also is eliminating 150 Lexington positions at the end of May, when a call center for an unidentified customer closes.

Southern Indiana Median Home Price Higher, Louisville Lower

http://www.courier-journal.com/article/20090413/BUSINESS/90413010
The median price for homes sold in Southern Indiana increased 3 percent in March, but fell 5 percent in Louisville, according to figures supplied by area Realtors groups.  Realtors working on the Louisville side of the Ohio River — mostly Jefferson, Bullitt and Oldham counties — reported a median sales price of $122,950 last month, down from $129,999 a year earlier. Sales volume was down last month, with Louisville down 22 percent compared to March 2008. 

Ethanol Plant Expected To Create Jobs

http://floydcountytimes.com/pages/full_story?article-Ethanol percent20plant percent20expected percent20to percent20create percent20jobs percent20=&page_label=home&id=2310330-Ethanol+plant+expected+to+create+jobs&widget=push&instance=secondary_news_left_column&open=&
A plan long in the making will now become a reality in Pike County.  According to officials with the Pike County Fiscal Court, a national company, Agresti Bio-Fuels, will build an ethanol plant near the county’s landfill, a project that could begin as early as next year.  The new plant would also create hundreds of new jobs, according to Pike County Judge-Executive Wayne T. Rutherford.

The plant, which will exist on 40 acres of land, will cost $200 million to construct, a cost the company says it will cover, leaving taxpayer money alone.  Additionally, Agresti management has said they will hire 300 construction workers to build the plant and plan to pay some $90 million in total wages, as well as employing 120 people at the plant once construction is complete.
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