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Did Fed Chairman Jerome Powell throw the BLS under the bus when he delivered a speech yesterday to the
Economic Club of New York? Well, not really; he seems like too nice of a guy for that. But he did make it sound
like pandemic-related statistical misclassifications had a lot to do with the unemployment rate being as low as it
is. In fact, Mr. Powell thinks it ought to be closer to 10%. But, according to BLS Commissioner William Beach,
correctly classifying the misclassified would only add 0.6%, at most, to the current unemployment rate of 6.3%.
Jerome gets to 10% by counting those who have left the labor force as “unemployed”, but that’s not a
misclassification. That’s a Labor Force Participation Rate that has fallen from 63.4% to 61.4% in just one year and
Powell is right to be concerned. But to some, the Chairman’s remarks bordered on misinformation and the
Ministry of Truth is reviewing the matter.

On Tuesday, the National Federation of Independent Businesses reviewed its Small Business Optimism Index for
January and the decline to 95 from 95.9 was made all the worse in light of a forecast calling for 97. Slightly better
labor-related news came from the Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey when the BLS reported that those
Openings rose to 6.65M in December from 6.57M in November. The forecasters got that one wrong, too, with a
call for a drop to 6.4M. But the Treasury didn’t get it wrong when they sold $58B Three-Year notes to a bunch of
lucky investors for less than 20 basis points. Nice trade.

On Wednesday morning, investors were greeted by news from the Mortgage Bankers Association that new
Mortgage Applications fell by 4.1% for the week ending February 5th in a turnaround from the prior week’s gain
of 8.1%. The data from last week show that Purchase Applications fell by 4.7% with Refi Applications falling 4.2%.
All in all, refis accounted for 70.2% of new applications and that was down from the prior week’s 71.4%. After
that, we learned from the BLS that despite January’s rise of 0.3% in the Consumer Price Index, the year-over-year
pace remained unchanged at 1.4%. Without food and energy, core CPI was unchanged last month as the year-
over-year rate fell two-tenths to 1.4%. The prospect of inflation is a hot topic these days and reasonable
arguments have

been put forth that describe both its likelihood as well as its improbability. The tricky thing about measuring
inflation is that even though it’s assigned one numeric value, it’s a lot more than one thing. Within any price level
index, some individual components are inflating while others are deflating and still others are disinflating. These
measurements are pretty dodgy in the best of times and mix in pandemic-induced distortions and income-
skewing transfer payments and the inflation picture is hardly one of clarity. And until it looks like it will clearly
remain above 2% for a while, Mr. Powell has no intention of letting up with QE nor changing his zero-bound
policy rate. He said that.

Also on Wednesday, the BLS said that, in January, inflation-adjusted Real Average Weekly Earnings grew by an
incredible 6.1% year-over-year while December’s incredible measurement was revised from up 4.9% to up 5.3%.
The report also disclosed that Real Average Hourly Earnings were up 4% year-over-year. The Treasury disclosed
that its sale of $41B Ten-Year notes got put away at a yield just under 1.16%. After getting all of those Ten-Years
sold, the Treasury then announced that its Monthly Budget Statement in January produced a shortfall of
$162.8B. December’s deficit was $32.6B. Doesn’t matter; nobody cares.

But, lots of people care about Jobless Claims and on Thursday, the BLS reported that for the week ending
February 6th, Initial Claims totaled 793k and since the prior week’s 779k was revised to 812k, it could be called a
decline. Forecasters were forecasting a decline to 760k. Continuing Claims for the week ending January 30th fell
to 4.55M as the prior week’s 4.59M was revised to 4.69M. Analysts were expecting a decline to 4.42M. Also on
Thursday, the Treasury completed its refunding efforts with the sale of $27B Thirty-Year bonds that investors
gobbled up at a yield of 1.93%. Not a bad trade for the Treasury considering that at one point early on Monday
morning, the Long Bond had a brief brush with 2%.

And it’s brushing 2% again today, or at least it was until the University of Michigan released its preliminary
January report for Consumer Sentiment. That Index fell to 76.2 from 79 against an expected improvement to
80.9. Should this have been a surprise? Within the broad Index, the Current Conditions component fell to 86.2
from 86.7 while those surprised analysts were looking for 89. But the real

damage took place in the Expectations sub-index with a plummet to 69.8 from 74 versus the forecast of an
improvement to 76. Disappointing results for those who believe the analysts. Maybe they just can’t handle the
truth. Have a great weekend; stay warm and be careful out there.
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