Geoff, Jessica, Katherine
2003 Best

In 2003 the Real Estate and construction sector was performing at its best in September.  For the period reported in September many districts reported record sales, while the remainder remained above average.  Some sales were linked to the recent increase in mortgage rates.  People wanted to buy before the rates rose even higher.  Construction, on the other hand, did not see as much of a change since the last period.  They remained no better and no worse off.


Tourism - Tourist activity strengthened somewhat in March and early April. Contacts in mountain resorts said the cold weather and substantial snowfall helped make this year’s ski season the best in recent memory. Coastal tourism, however was mixed, hotel bookings were higher in part of evinces celebrating the centennial of the Wright Brothers first flight.

Finance – The best time for finance and the strongest demand for loans came in April of 2003.  This was due to the strength of the real estate market and the low interest rates that were offered on the loans.  The largest increase in demand came from the residential sector, with the commercial sector’s increasing being modest at best.
Manufacturing - In March 2003, district manufacturing activity strengthened in January and early February. Shipments and new orders rose sharply at District factories, let by a pickup in chemicals, papers, and textiles industries. Furniture manufacturers noted that sales were strong early January, although inclement weather later in the month tempered growth. 

Agriculture had a hard year in 2003.  Heavy rains or drought maid certain crops not harvest or made planting season arrive late.  November seemed to be the best period though.  October and November gave farmers the opportunity to prepare for the fall planting season and also allowed for good harvesting of peanuts, cotton, soybeans, and sweet potatoes as well as corn and apples in the various districts.

Wages and Prices – In October of 2003, the wages and prices saw their best point.  The wages were rising, especially in the services industry, and manufacturing saw modest growth.  Prices did increase, but not at an alarming rate.


Labor Markets – November of 2003 proved to be the best period of the year for the labor markets.  Spurred on by large consumer spending and the start of the holiday season, all sectors reported increases in demands for their products or services and, thus, their demand for labor.  The temp agencies also noted a stronger demand for their employees than previously.

Consumer spending - In October 2003, Fifth District retailers reported generally steady sales over the last six weeks. Only a few contacts, however, reported increased hiring. Many retailers in North Carolina, Virginia, and Washington, D.C., closed for several days thereafter because of power outages in the aftermath of the hurricane. Hardware stores in those areas saw increased sales of chain saws and generators after the storm, and grocers did brisk business as a result of lengthy power outages. Most retailers said that sales lost because of the storm were quickly made up and that the hurricane caused just "a blip" in their monthly sales figures.
2003 Worst

Real Estate really had a fantastic year.  November ended up with the worst period simply because it was no longer growing as strongly as it had been.  It in fact was still considered to be a strong market.  Certain markets such as the condos and co-op properties were doing better than others, but overall the market was still well above average.


Manufacturing - In October, district manufacturing activity contracted: shipments, new orders, capacity utilization and employment fell. Contracts in the chemicals, lumber, and textiles and apparel industries noted particularly sharp declines in shipments. Hurricane Isabel caused relatively few disruptions to manufacturing operations, though adverse impacts were noted by some district lumber mills. A contact at a North Carolina lumber mill told us that their plant shut down for several days and noted that there would be much lower volumes of standing timber available for sale for years to come. 


Finance – In moving with real estate, the worst period for lending was November.  While the year was good, in whole, November showed the lowest demand for loans in the residential market.  And the commercial lending was very flat.

Consumer spending - In March 2003, district retailers reported generally flat sales. A major winter storm over the President’s Day weekend led many District businesses to close for a day, and lingering snow curtailed sales. Winter storms closed several malls, a contract said that store sales ere off but that some slack might have been made up through increased Internet sales.

Wages and Prices – The lowest point for wages and prices was March of 2005.  Fears of war and low consumer spending resulted in slow economic activity and no wage increases to speak of.  Additionally, prices for some raw inputs rose and the storms cause transportation delays and added costs.


Tourism - In June 2003, customer demand at services grew modestly from mid-April through May though the experience of individual firms varied. On the weaker side, an executive search firm in the Washington, D.C., area said business was the worst he had seen in thirty years, and a freight company in central North Carolina said customer demand had softened in May. In contrast, a sports complex reported that attendance was flat, and a computer firm reported unchanged demand. 


The labor markets faced their toughest period in March.  This was due to the slump in consumer spending and resulted in little new hiring.  While there were no layoffs, there was not much in the way of a market for labor and the temp agencies reported that demand for their workers was flat.

Agriculture faced its worst period in January due to the heavy rainfall and snow that had plagued the winter months.  Either crops were being delayed from being planted, were behind schedule, or not producing what was expected.

2004 Best

In June of 2004 Real Estate was doing exceptionally well, with multiple offers on properties and offers to pay part of the seller’s costs.  One realtor reported having eleven offers on a single house.  This trend continued throughout the districts and once again the rise in interest rates for mortgages was thought to have been the cause.

Tourism - In June 2004, service firms reported improved demand in recent weeks. Brokerage and financial firms reported increases in customer demand. Transportation firms also said that customer demand had increased, even though shipping rates have risen to reflect higher gasoline costs. Tourism activity picked up in May despite gloomy weather in some areas during Memorial Day weekend. Hotel managers in Virginia Beach reported that their bookings rose substantially in recent weeks. Special events also boosted District tourism in Washington, D.C., the dedication of the National World War II Memorial drew large crowds from outside the region and hotels across the city reported 100 percent occupancy rates. In addition, a contract at a mountain resort said that the announcement of plans to expand resort facilities had boosted timeshare sales there.


For the Finance sector, June of 2004 showed to be the best period out of the year.  This was largely in part to the success of the real estate market with the demand for consumer loans showing great increases.  Additionally, the commercial market showed increases in their demand.
Consumer Spending - Overall, retailers in the Fifth District experienced steady growth sales over the holiday season, with sales generally meeting projections, and in March a general merchandise retailer with stores throughout the District said sales growth was at the high end of their projected range. Electronics and spring apparel sold briskly and shoppers who redeemed gift cards typically spent more than the card amount. According to a contract at a large home-improvement chain, their sales growth continued to exhibit momentum. A hardware store contact in central Virginia said he also seen an increase in demand.


Wages -  The best period of the year for wages was June of 2004.  Even in spite of the limited hiring gains, payrolls were expanded across all sectors of employment, especially in the manufacturing sector.  Prices also showed only modest increases.


Manufacturing - District manufacturing activity expanded at a solid pace in March as shipments and new orders strengthened appreciably in the food, paper, printing, and primary metal industries. Manufacturing employment edged slightly higher while the average workweek picked up considerably. Raw material prices continued to move upward; a textile manufacturer in North Carolina said Chinese firms were buying up raw material—cotton, paper, steel, and petroleum—and bidding prices higher. 


Labor Market – October of 2004 was the best period of this year for labor.  An increase in hiring for the seasonal employees in retail coupled with an increase in employees in the other sectors gave a needed boost.  Temp agencies continued to show even stronger demand for workers than the previous months.

June also proved to be a good month for Agriculture as well.  While the beginning of the period had posed some problems many crops were ahead of schedule by the end of the period.  June had brought about some much needed rain that replenished the soil and allowed for many crops such as cotton, peanuts, and soybeans to flourish.

2004 Worst

October of 2004 marked a time of recession for the Real Estate sector.  It had not slowed to an abnormal amount, but had slowed form the previous rush.  Realtors noted that people were not in as big of a hurry to purchase homes.  Some districts reported higher prices being asked, but overall prices had returned to normal.  


Consumer Spending - In September District retailers reported somewhat softer sales during the last six weeks. Automobile dealers said sales were flat to lower and that customer traffic in showrooms was light. Retail contracts indicated that employment edged lower in July and August and said that prices in the sector were rising at a moderate pace


Wage and prices – With no increases in wages in any sectors, the period of March 2004 was not a good one.  In fact, raw material input prices rose, but forced to compete with cheap imports left many manufacturers unable to pass the increased costs along to the consumers.

Manufacturing - District manufacturing activity generally advanced at a somewhat slower pace in June. For the most part, shipments grew more modestly than in May, while gauges of new orders and employment were essentially flat. District furniture manufacturers reported continued declines in demand and retail sales were slow. Also noted was the price of cherry wood had risen sharply in recent months.

Labor Markets – During March of 2004, labor endured its worst period of the year.  Most companies reported no new hires and some reported layoffs.  Temp agency demand was nothing notable either.

Tourism - In September 2004, services firms reported generally weaker customer demand in recent weeks. District tourist activity was mixed in recent weeks. Hurricane Charley forced evacuation in some coastal areas of the Carolinas in mid August, denting tourism revenues in the region. A contact at Myrtle Beach, S.C, estimated a loss of $30 million due to evacuations resulting from Hurricane Charley in that area. 

Finance – The demand for loans dropped again during March.  Lackluster capital spending was cited for the decrease and almost non-existent demand for commercial loans.  Also, the concurrent job layoffs had cooled the market for loans for new home mortgages.

Agriculture once again faced a rough January.  Heavy rainfall once again hampered harvesting or made it very difficult for farmers to work.  Small grain plantings were limited in many districts, while other crops such as cotton and soybeans only made slight progress.

Last BC Best

I felt that the Real Estate market did its best in March or 2001.  With mortgage rates down and the warmer weather people were really out looking.  Most realtors reported a pick-up from the past few months.  Even construction costs had declined during this period.

Consumer Spending - Growth in consumer spending slowed in 2001 but remained sufficiently solid to provide an important source of support to overall final demand. Personal consumption expenditures (PCE) increased 3 percent in real terms in 2001 after having advanced 4-1/4 percent in 2000 and around 5 percent in both 1998 and 1999. The deceleration in consumer spending was widespread among durable goods, nondurable goods, and services. However, motor vehicle expenditures remained strong through most of the year and surged in the fall as consumers responded enthusiastically to automakers' aggressive expansion of financing incentives.

Labor markets – November 2000 seemed to be the best period of the last business cycle.  Demand was up in the retail sector, services sector, and manufacturing.  In addition, there was an increase in demand for temp workers with authorities believe to be steady.


Wages – The best time for wages appeared to be at the peak of the expansionary period.  During this time, the wages in manufacturing rose modestly, and the other sectors showed to be increasing wages.


Finances – Lending seemed to be the highest during December of 2002.  At this time there was a “vibrant housing market and low interest rates” that continued to spur on copious amounts of consumer lending. Commercial lending was described as “extremely competitive.” 


The agriculture industry seemed to have a good period in October of 2001.  The weather provided for ideal conditions for growing many of their crops including corn and soybean crops that were doing very well and ahead of schedule in some districts.

Last BC Worst

The Real Estate market probably had its worst time in September of 2001.  After the terrorist attacks on September 11th many homebuyers were very wary.  Many realtors either had a very slow period or had contracts get turned down after that day.


Consumer Spending - In 2001, the economy turned in its weakest performance in a decade. Real GDP increased at an annual rate of 3/4 percent in the first half of the year and, according to the advance estimate from the Commerce Department, declined at a 1/2 percent annual rate in the second half. Although the effects of the weakening economy were broadly felt, the factory sector was especially hard hit. Faced with slumping demand both here and abroad, manufacturers cut production aggressively to limit excessive buildups of inventories. Moreover, businesses sharply reduced their investment spending, with particularly dramatic cuts in outlays for high-technology equipment. The slowing of income growth was even sharper in nominal terms, but price declines for gasoline and other energy items in the latter half of the year substantially cushioned the blow to real incomes. A continued rise in house prices supported the wealth position of many households; in the aggregate, however, household wealth deteriorated further as equity prices moved lower, on net. The decline in wealth since mid-2000 likely exerted a notable restraining influence on household spending last year


Labor Markets – During the worst period of the last business cycle, there were layoffs across all sectors and demand for temp workers was extremely low. 


Wages and Prices – At this point, wages did not increase at all, and there were many layoffs as well.  Luckily, there were also no increases in prices either, but since the country was in recession, it was to be expected.


Finances – Lending wasn’t hit as hard due to the lower interest rates imposed by the fed.  This led to increases in demand for refinancing, but the economic drought left the market for new loans noticeably small.


Tourism - After September 11, spending declined in certain travel- and tourism-related categories, including air transportation, hotels and motels, and recreation services such as amusement parks; spending in these categories has recovered only partially since then.

It seems that November of 2001 was the agriculture’s worst period.  Many districts reported severe droughts which had depleted their soil and ruined many crops.  Some farmers had to even bring in water from outside sources.

Last BC Peak (March 2001)
The Real Estate market had seen a turn-around in the last few months.  They reported that lower mortgage rates and the warmer weather had a lot to do with it.  Some even reported that January had been their highest grossing month in five months.

Manufacturing - A peak occurred in September 2000 and the index declined over the last 12 month by close to 6 percent, surpassing the average decline in the earlier recessions to 4.6 percent.

Finance – Commercial lending was basically flat.  Although some lenders reported increases in loans and cited the lowered interest rates as the cause for the added business.  Other lenders said that they were becoming more selective with the consumers they were allowing to borrow.

Labor Markets – In the services sector, many companies announced that employees were staying and turnover was down.  This was especially true for the high-tech portion of the services sector.  In retail, employment was somewhat flat. And in manufacturing, there were many lay offs that were announced. 

Prices and Wages – The retail sector reported declines in their payrolls and moderate wage increases.  Service sector prices rose faster than they had been and the wages also showed a markedly fast increase.1

In March, even though the economy was at a peak, agricultural conditions had only picked up a little, farm land was still below average.  The soil remained dry which caused for depleted products and caused the switching of many crops.  The livestock however were being able to feed without having any supplements.
Last BC Trough (November 2001)

The Real Estate market was doing average at this time.  Realtors reported that sales had slowed a little and that homes were staying on the market a little longer.

Consumer Spending - Firms trimmed payrolls through most of 2001, and the unemployment rate moved up nearly 2 percentage points to around 5-3/4 percent by year-end. Job losses were especially large following the terrorist attacks of September 11, which had extremely adverse effects on certain sectors of the economy--most notably, airline transportation and hospitality industries. Excluding food and energy items, consumer price inflation leveled off and, by some measures, moved lower last year. Weakening economic activity, the indirect effects of declining energy prices on firms' costs, and continued strong competitive pressures helped keep a lid on core consumer price inflation.


In Richmond agriculture was not doing so well.  Dry weather had depleted some of the nutrients from the soil and farmers had to find alternative ways to feed their livestock.


Finance -  Lending was soft, although low interest rates were helping to increase refinancing.  Many lenders did not hope to see an increase in loans, but there was quite a bit of refinancing activity.


Wages and Prices – There was virtually no prices increases or wage increases during this period.  In manufacturing, “prices were generally flat.”

Labor Markets - Many businesses were experiencing lay offs and demand for temp workers was non-existent.  There was some hiring for seasonal part time in the retail sector, but nothing to speak of in the services or manufacturing ones. 

January 2005

Real Estate in January 2005 remained strong.  Home prices continued to rise, while consumers remained consistent.  Homes were being bought up soon after they hit the market.  Realtors were pretty optimistic for the next couple of months as well.


Consumer Spending - District retailers reported that a surge in sales in the final week of the month offset sluggish activity early in the month, boosting their December revenues. A manager at a department store in central North Carolina said holiday revenues were strong. Sales at building supply stores were notably higher. Most automobile dealers in the District indicated revenues were about the same as a month earlier. Stronger sales led to increase in hiring, and wage growth accelerated. 


Tourism - Demand at services firms was somewhat stronger. A commercial and residential landscaper in coastal North Carolina said his business had “done a 180” in the last four weeks, and that sharply higher customer demand was helping to rein in excess inventory accumulated earlier in the season. Despite the pickup in demand, services employment rose at a slower pace in December, though wage growth gained strength. Prices in the service sector grew at a slightly slower pace in December.

Tourism activity picked up, a contact on the Outer Banks of North Carolina noted that unseasonably warm weather in late December and early January has boosted their business. A contact in Myrtle Beach reported that some hotels were booked to capacity and were turning tourist away during the week after Christmas.

Manufacturing - District manufacturing activity stabilized in December after slipping somewhat in November. Factory shipment and new orders were flat while manufacturing employment edged higher. Several sectors reported generally higher levels of manufacturing activity but these gains were tempered by continued weakness in the textile and apparel sectors. Prices of raw materials and finished goods rose at a slower pace in December. 

Agriculture soared as the period progressed in January.  Warm weather marked a good start for some crops, but as the month went on and temperatures dropped so did the agriculture industry.  Such cold temperatures and snow storms meant that livestock was unable to graze leading to supplemental feeding.  All in all the districts faired pretty well.

The wages rose in the retail sector and there was also an increase in hiring. Prices in all the sectors grew at a slower rate than the December just before.  In manufacturing, raw material prices grew slightly faster than before and many companies planned on increasing their capital spending.  

In the labor markets there was a decrease in demand for temp workers.  This was due, in part, to the end of the holiday season and the extra jobs it brings.  But interestingly, employment in the retail sector rose even in spite of that end.

There was very little change in loans demanded due to the holiday seasons which always sees little loan activity as many consumers are spending instead of saving or borrowing.  There was modest spending on capital which did require some loans, but the residential market was notably flat.

March 2005

Real Estate remained strong throughout March.  Housing prices continued to rise and consumers continued to buy.  Some realtors even complained of a shortage of houses to sell.


Consumer Spending - District retailers reported that their sales leveled off in February. A contract at a department store in Washington, D.C. area said their sales ere little unchanged and indicated that customers were increasingly looking for “clearance deals.” Sales of big-ticket items also remained sluggish. Retail hiring generally slowed although wage growth picked up somewhat. Prices in the retail sector rose only modestly in January and February.


Manufacturing - District manufacturing activity expanded at somewhat stronger pace since the last report. New orders picked up during the January/February period, and shipments moved higher in February. Among industries, manufacturers of apparel, lumber and wood products, and furniture reported the strongest growth in shipments. Prices of raw materials rose at a quicker pace and several respondents suggested that higher raw materials costs were squeezing their profit margins. 

Tourism - Services businesses reported that their revenues rose at a more moderate clip in January and February. District freight transportation contacts generally said that their business was steady, while respondents at health systems and hospitals in North Carolina gave mixed reports on the strength and demand for health services. Wage growth softened at service firms, although contacts noted that hiring picked up. Prices in the sector continued to rise at a modest pace.

Tourism activity strengthened, a manager at a ski resort in West Virginia described the President’s Day weekend as the busiest in the history of the resort. Tourism along the cost was also strong, significant increases in bookings for both Valentine’s and President’s Day weekends had some hotels booked to capacity.

Agriculture had a varied period marked by good and bad months.  Warm weather would peak through and make for good harvests, while at other times or districts ice and snow remained a consistent barrier.  Most districts reported that their small grain crops were in good condition by the end of the period.
For Labor, the demand for workers was the highest it had been in 2005.  Although, since some companies were going through downsizing, those companies were turning to temp agencies to replace the workers they were laying off.

During this period, prices in the retail and services sectors rose modestly, with the large increased coming in the services sector.  The wage rate remained the same.


In finance, there was a marked increased in demand for loans, signs that the economy was going to continue to improve. The larger increase in demands were coming from business, but there was also and increase in loans for residential mortgage loans.

April 2005

Once again the Real Estate market was booming with high prices and multiple offers.  Even land was a hard commodity to find during this period.  Many buyers had to buy multiple lots to build larger homes, because they were so hard to find.  Many realtors were also complaining of a shortage of inventory during this month.


Consumer Spending - District retailers said that sales slipped a bit in March but gained ground in early April. For March, shopper traffic was generally light and big-ticket sales were sluggish, but both measures improved in early April. Automobile dealers reported that their sales were generally mixed in recent weeks. Despite higher gasoline prices, most dealers contacted said they had not yet seen a significant shift to smaller cars. A big-box retailer reported that their sales were flat, as consumer budgets tightened due to higher healthcare costs. In contrast, a contact at a department store in central North Carolina said their sales were strong, and a sporting goods dealer in the Charleston, W.V., and area said sales had been on an upswing in the last few weeks. Retail establishments in the District reported moderately higher employment and wages in recent weeks.


Manufacturing - District manufacturing activity strengthened since our last report, with shipments and new orders increasing moderately in March and early April. Capacity utilization contracted in March but increased in April. Furniture makers in Hagerstown, Md., and Sumter, S.C., were upbeat and reported higher shipments and new orders in both March and April. Although oil prices were sharply higher, scrap steel prices were reported to be falling from 2004 highs, and overall raw materials prices continued to rise at an annual rate of less than 2 percent.


Tourism - Contacts at District services firms generally reported moderate revenue growth in the weeks since our last report. A few companies, however, noted that they had raised prices to recover higher fuel costs and had experienced somewhat slower growth in demand as a result. Employment and wages rose moderately at service-producing businesses, and prices in the sector generally continued to increase at an annual rate of less than 2 percent.

Mountain resorts in Virginia and West Virginia wrapped up a strong ski season and contacts noted that an early Easter lengthened the season and increased holiday bookings. In contrast, contacts along the coast said that unseasonably cool temperatures and higher gasoline prices had hurt tourism activity there. In Washington, D.C., over 1 million tourists attended the 93rd annual National Cherry Blossom Festival, a record attendance for the event

April was plagued by excess rain which slowed the growth of many crops and reduced the amount of work farmers were able to do.  Even though the rain had caused some problems, by the end of the period small grain crops and livestock were reported to have been doing well.

Prices rose less than 2% across the board during this period. This included the retail sector, services, and the raw material inputs for manufacturing.  Wages moved imperceptibly. 


All lending increased over this period.  The largest increases came from commercial lending, but there were also substantial increases in the demands for lending for residential mortgages.


Demand for workers rose greatly due to the increases in the economy.  The largest demand for workers was at distribution centers because more goods were being shipped. The temp agencies were actually worried about shortages of workers and suggested that employers may have to raise wages in order to attract and keep employees.

Prediction for July 

I would predict that the Real Estate market will continue down the same path to expansion.  The demand for housing and land has been incredible for the last few years and I would not expect for it to change any time soon.


Tourism - My prediction for June is that employment and wages will rise moderately and service-producing businesses and prices in the sector will continue to increase at the same annual rate of less than 2 percent. Tourism in the summer will also rise and hotel bookings should be at full capacity due to Memorial Day weekend, which will draw huge crowds in the area of Washington D.C.


Finance – I would imagine that loans would continue to increase into July if the real estate market continues to bloom.  The only thing that might slow the demand for loans would be the slowly increasing interest rate.

Consumer Spending - Retail sales should gain due to Memorial Day and automobile dealers may still report mix sales. Department stores sales will continue to be strong and their will be moderate increase in employment and wages.

Wages and Prices – It seems that wages may possibility start to show modest increases due to the rising interest rate.  Prices will probably prove to do the same.
Labor Markets – The continued boost to the economy will spur more employment and greater demand for workers across all sectors.  The temp agencies will also notice a rise in demand for their workers.


I believe that the agricultural industry will do well between now and July.  The weather is getting warmer and more accommodating for farming, which should yield a good harvest.  Also, June of last year was their peak month.


Manufacturing - Prediction for June 2005

My prediction for June would be that shipments for new orders will continue to gain strength and with the summer season coming up oil price will decline a little, while prices for raw materials will continue to rise.

The Natural Resource Industry was not very important in Richmond.  They were more geared toward Manufacturing, Real Estate, Tourism, Agriculture, and Finance markets.
