Economic Briefs

Week of January 14, 2005
Sales/Consumption

E-Commerce Sales Up
http://www.economy.com/dismal/pro/release.asp?r=usa_internet 
The U.S. Department of Commerce reported that seasonally adjusted e-commerce sales rose to $19.8 billion in the first quarter of 2005. This was a 6.4 percent increase from the fourth quarter of 2004 and a 23.8 percent year-over-year increase.  The increase pushes e-commerce sales as a share of total retail sales to 2.2 percent. The 6.4 precent increase over last quarter represents the largest increase in internet sales since the first quarter of 2004.
Falling broadband prices have propelled extraordinary growth in high-speed internet use nationwide. Roughly half of the frequent internet users have high-speed access, of which the most are high-income households. This has considerable implications for the industry going forward, as more people with a greater share of disposable income are able to spend more time online, surf the web rapidly, and thus spend more money on online goods and services. During the third quarter of 2004 alone, 2.3 million Americans gained broadband access; and this number will continue to rise.

Manufacturing/Output

Conference Board’s Leading Indicators Index Declines
http://www.economy.com/dismal/pro/release.asp?r=usa_leading 
As expected, the leading indicators index declined 0.2 percent in April. With revisions to earlier data, the leading index has now declined for four months in a row and is lower than it was a year ago. The coincident and lagging indices both increased, however, with the former up 1.2 percent over the last six months.
Industrial Production Posts Drop
http://money.cnn.com/2005/05/17/news/economy/industrialproduction.reut/index.htm
Production from factories, mines and utilities unexpectedly dropped in April and businesses ran at a slower operating rate than in March, the Federal Reserve said Tuesday. 

The central bank said industrial production fell 0.2 percent last month, sharply contrary to Wall Street economists' forecasts that it would increase 0.2 percent.   A drop in utility output led the decline, the Fed said, with both electrical and gas utilities trimming their production as warmer weather appeared in much of the country. 

The Fed said industrial output grew a revised 0.1 percent in March instead of the 0.3 percent gain it had previously reported.   Underlining an apparent slowing in April, the Fed said businesses were operating at 79.2 percent of their capacity in the month, down from 79.4 in March. That also fell short of Wall Street forecasts that the operating rate would rise to 79.5 percent.
Employment/Prices

Consumer Price Index Posts a Large Increase
http://www.economy.com/dismal/pro/release.asp?r=usa_cpi 
Consumer prices rose 0.5 percent in April on the strength of a 4.5 percent increase in energy prices.  The price increase, as reported by the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics, is for the percentage change from the prior month.  The 12-month increase in CPI is 3.5 percent.  Over the past three months prices have gone up by 6.2 percent making this the largest increase since 1990.  Energy prices are largely responsible for the recent run-up in the CPI. Energy prices jumped 4.5% in April, after increasing 2% in February and 4% in March, and are up 17% over the past year.
Producer Prices Edge Up
http://www.economy.com/dismal/pro/release.asp?r=usa_ppi 
Producer prices for finished goods rose 0.6% in April, slightly above expectations. Excluding food and energy, core finished goods prices rose 0.3% and were the reason for the higher than expected reading in the headline figure. Producer price for intermediate goods rose 0.8%, while prices for crude materials increased 2.7%.
Inflation at earlier stages of production is less than it has been in the recent past. At the intermediate stage of production, inflation is decelerating for all prices other than energy. The annual rate of inflation for core intermediate goods prices peaked at 8.5% in January, but has been trending lower since then to 6.6% in this release. Core crude materials inflation has increased sharply in each of the last two months, but remains well below the peak of last year. 
Oil and Natural Gas Prices Continue to Slide
http://ogj.pennnet.com/articles/article_display.cfm?Section=ONART&C=GenIn&ARTICLE_ID=228288&p=7
On Friday, May 20, 2005 the June contract for benchmark US sweet, light crudes fell another 33¢ to settle at $46.92 per barrel after trading at $46.80-48 per barrel on May 19 on the New York Mercantile Exchange. The July contract lost 39¢ to $48.74 per barrel.  On the US spot market, West Texas Intermediate fell by 33¢ to $46.93 per barrel. 

Gasoline for June delivery gained 2.2¢ to $1.4364/gal on NYMEX. Heating oil for the same month was up by 2.23¢ to $1.3805/gal. The June natural gas contract lost 3.5¢ to $6.35/MMbtu.
Weekly Jobless Claims Fall
http://money.cnn.com/2005/05/19/news/economy/claims/index.htm
The number of Americans filing new claims for unemployment benefits fell sharply last week, a government report said Thursday, snapping three straight weeks of gains. 

Initial claims for jobless benefits fell to 321,000 in the week ended May 14 from an upwardly revised 341,000 for the previous week, the Labor Department said.  Economists had expected claims to fall to 330,000 from the 340,000 originally reported in the week ended May 7.  Weekly claims came in much weaker than forecast after hitting their highest level since April 2 in the prior week, but the Labor Department said there were no special factors contributing to the sharp drop.

Kentucky

Auto Parts Supplier Files for Bankruptcy
http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20050518/BUSINESS/505180407/1003
Collins & Aikman Corp. filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection yesterday, the latest auto supplier to fall victim in a climate of high costs and stiff competition. Standard & Poor's downgraded Collins & Aikman's credit rating further into "junk" status, to a D rating.

Collins & Aikman said it will continue to operate during bankruptcy proceedings. Spokeswoman Sandra Sternberg said the company told its 23,000 employees yesterday it plans no immediate layoffs or closures of its 80 manufacturing facilities -- including two in Bowling Green.  According to the company’s website it provides automotive flooring, fabric, instrument panels and other equipment to the Big Three automakers as well as Toyota, Honda and Nissan. Collins & Aikman products are in 90 percent of the vehicles sold in North America.
Ford Excursion Sales are Down
http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20050520/BUSINESS/505200345/1003
The sale of the Ford Excursion are down 28 percent from a year ago and on pace to total 14,000. In 2000, Ford sold 51,000 of the SUVs.  The Excursion is made at Ford’s eastern Jefferson County truck plant.  Ford sales analyst George Pipas has said if Ford gets rid of the Excursion, it will be able to use the extra space at the Louisville plant to build more F-Series Super Duty pickups. The F-Series line has been a steady performer for Ford despite steep sales drops for other large vehicles.

The loss is another blow to the Ford SUV line, which has suffered huge sales drops over the past 18 months. In January, Ford ended one of two production shifts at its St. Louis plant where the Aviator is made, and both the Louisville and St. Louis plants have experienced several weeklong shutdowns this year to cut inventory of SUVs. Ford had planned to close its St. Louis plant by this year and move the Aviator to Louisville.
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