Economic Briefs

Week of January 14, 2005
Sales/Consumption

Retail Sales Weaker Than Expected

http://money.cnn.com/2006/05/11/news/economy/retail_sales/index.htm
Retail sales at U.S. chain stores rose by a weaker-than-expected number in April, indicating that pain at the gas pump and rising interest rates may be starting to hit consumer spending.  The Census Bureau reported a 0.5 percent increases in retail sales last month, compared with a 0.6 percent gain in March.  Retail industry analysts estimated that sales were probably strong going into April but started to lose momentum halfway through the month as consumers adjusted their shopping budgets to accommodate for the escalating price of gasoline.

However, higher gas prices did boost sales at gasoline stations, gaining 4.6 percent last month and helped prop up overall retail sales. Without that gain, retail sales would have risen an anemic 0.1 percent.  Excluding volatile auto sales, sales rose 0.7 percent for the month. Economists has forecast for a 0.9 percent gain.

Consumer Sentiment Falls To 7-Month Low

http://money.cnn.com/2006/05/12/news/economy/michigan_sentiment.reut/index.htm
U.S. consumer sentiment plunged to a seven-month low in May, with a cut in current conditions and consumer expectations as high energy prices took its toll on consumers' moods. The University of Michigan's preliminary May index of consumer sentiment was 79.0, down from April's final reading of 87.4, said sources who saw the subscription-only report.

The May reading was the weakest since October 2005, when sentiment hit a 12-year low just after hurricanes Katrina and Rita devastated U.S. southeast petroleum refining capacity and gasoline prices spiked.  The survey's index of current conditions dropped to 96.2 in May from 109.2 in April, while consumer expectations fell to 68.0 from 73.4.

Fed Raises Rates Again

http://money.cnn.com/2006/05/10/news/economy/fed_rates/index.htm
The Federal Reserve raised a key interest rate again - the 16th straight increase - but the central bank didn't give Wall Street what it had hoped for: a definitive answer about what to expect in the coming months.  The Fed raised its short-term rate target another quarter-point to 5 percent and said it may need to keep raising rates, but that the timing of any increases will depend on how the economy is doing.  The central bank has been hiking rates for 22 months in a bid to keep inflation at bay. But despite concerns about rising energy prices, as well as signs that the economy is still healthy, there is a growing feeling among some economists and investors that the Fed risks hurting economic growth if it keeps boosting rates.

Manufacturing/Output

U.S. March Wholesale Inventories Rise 0.2 Percent

http://www.marketwatch.com/News/Story/Story.aspx?guid=%7BBE522A8D%2D6DE7%2D486D%2D88BD%2DFB61C0973857%7D&dist=rss&siteid=mktw
Inventories at U.S. wholesalers increased by 0.2% in March, while sales climbed 0.7%, according to the Commerce Department.  The inventory-to-sales ratio fell to 1.16 from 1.17 in February.  Economists had been expecting a 0.5% rise in inventories in February. February's inventory gain was revised to 0.9% from 0.8% earlier.  February sales rose a revised 0.3%. Sales in February were previously estimated to be flat. 

Durable goods sales rose by 0.3% despite a 2.6% decline in auto sales. A 2.6% jump in sales of professional equipment boosted the durable goods sales figure in March. 
Inventories of durable goods rose 0.2%, led by a 1.0% increase in auto inventories. The inventory-to-sales ratio for durables stayed at 1.49. A year ago, it was 1.52.  Inventories of nondurable goods rose 0.3% in March, led by gains in chemicals and alcohol. 

Machine Tool Activity Strengthens

http://www.americanmachinist.com/304/News/Article/False/17880/
Business activity and financial strength of U.S. machine tool users grew in March, according to a monthly index.  The Charmilles Machining Business Activity Index relies on a monthly survey of machine tool users. The index derived from the survey measures business levels and compares them to three months earlier. Index levels above 50 indicate improved business activity. The index rose to 68 in March from 60 in February. The strongest activity for March was in the captive production sector, and in the Midwest region. 
Housing/Employment

Applications For Home Loans Slip

http://money.cnn.com/2006/05/10/real_estate/mortgage_applications/index.htm
The Mortgage Bankers Association said its seasonally adjusted index of mortgage application activity for the week ended May 5 fell 5.8 percent to 562.1 from the previous week's 596.8.  Borrowing costs on 30-year fixed-rate mortgages, excluding fees, averaged 6.61 percent, up 0.04 of a percentage point from the previous week.

Jobless Claims Dip By 1,000

http://money.cnn.com/2006/05/11/news/economy/jobless_claims.reut/index.htm
First-time claims for state unemployment insurance benefits dipped to 324,000 in the week ended May 6 from an upwardly revised 325,000 claims the previous week.  Excluding claims related to the government shutdown in Puerto Rico, a U.S. territory, initial claims would have been closer to 300,000, a Labor Department analyst said. Government layoffs in Puerto Rico started May 1 because of a funding crisis.

The four-week moving average of new claims, which smoothes volatile weekly data to provide a better picture of underlying labor market trends, rose to 317,250 last week, up 2,500.

Kentucky

W. Kentucky To Get Biodiesel Plant

http://www.kentucky.com/mld/kentucky/business/14550620.htm
A 50 million gallon biodiesel plant is planned for Western Kentucky, and officials hope to have it in full operation by mid-2007. The plant, which officials said will employ between 10 and 15 people, will use vegetable oil from soybeans grown in Kentucky and the area for biodiesel production. 

Dart Container Expanding In Horse Cave

http://www.kentucky.com/mld/kentucky/business/14550620.htm
A container company in southcentral Kentucky will add 100 employees and two buildings as part of a $15 million expansion. Officials with Dart Container Corp. of Kentucky said the expansion, the seventh in the last 25 years, will include a 21,600-square-foot truck and trailer shop and a 587,000-square-foot warehouse area in Horse Cave, about 30 miles northeast of Bowling Green. Company officials hope to have the new buildings open by August 2007. 
E'town Tool Plant To Close, Lay Off 107 Workers 

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20060511/BUSINESS/605110358/1003
Robert Bosch Tools will close its Elizabethtown, Ky., plant, putting 107 people out of work.  "We anticipate that the layoffs will begin in July and be complete by the end of the year," said Bosch spokeswoman Becky MacDonald.  The announcement comes about a year after Bosch announced the closure of its saw blade plant in Leitchfield, Ky., where it had 175 workers. In both cases, MacDonald said Bosch could not afford to continue making the parts in the United States. 

Much of the work from Elizabethtown will move to new Bosch plants in China. The Elizabethtown plant makes bits for power screwdrivers. 

Best Buy Will Bring 550 Jobs To Bullitt 

http://www.courier-journal.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20060509/BUSINESS/605090337/1003
State officials announced the formation of Geek Squad City, a center in Bullitt County that should open late this summer and, by the end of the year, employ 550 people with salaries averaging $44,000. "This facility is going to be a nerve center for Geek Squad members everywhere,” Wes Snyder said, referring to Best Buy's computer technical support unit. 
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