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Only a man confidently unafraid of inflation would deign to wear green on St. Patrick’s Day. And that is exactly what Federal Reserve
Chairman Jerome Powell deigned to do at his post-meeting press conference on Wednesday. Mr. Powell’s self-assuredness surely comes
from his awareness that the economy’s year-long lockdown and the damage still being wrought has been a hugely deflationary event
that no amount of fiscal largesse nor monetary accommodation can cover-up forever. It can’t, can it? Yet, bond investors seem to see
inflation everywhere and when that occurs, they sell their bonds and yields go up. When policy-makers then ignore their whiny pleas to
do something about rising rates, they panic some more.

On August 27, 2020, the FOMC first told the world that, henceforth, “it seeks to achieve inflation that averages 2% over time.” Since
then, hardly a week has gone by when some Fed Speaker, speaking somewhere, hasn’t reminded market participants of that change in
monetary strategy. A lot of investors have apparently not been paying attention because Jerome gives the same answer every time he’s
asked about inflation and many investors still act like that’s the first time they’ve heard it. Either that, or they cannot comprehend the
arithmetic concept of averaging. Some might wonder if Mr. Powell secretly enjoys irritating the bond vigilantes. Or, are they trying to
irritate him?

Yesterday, they got so irritated that the Ten-Year Treasury yield got higher than it’s been in over a year and much hand-wringing ensued.
In this morning’s early trading, the slide in bond prices has at least temporarily been arrested and yields are slightly lower. Not sure if
the hand-wringing has stopped.

On Monday, before it began, the New York Fed got the week started with the good news that its Empire Manufacturing Index
outperformed expectations with a move this month to 17.4 from 12.1 against analysts’ estimates of 15.

Tuesday was a big data day starting with a report from the Bureau of Labor Statistics telling us that its Import Price Index rose 1.3% last
month and that was slightly higher than the 1% forecast. Year-over-year, that measure rose to 3% versus estimates of 2.6%. The prior
month’s year-over-year pace was only 1%. For stuff we sell to others, the Export Price Index notched a 1.6% rise that was also greater
than the 1% that estimates suggested. Year-over-year, Export Prices rose 5.2% from January’s 2.3% twelve-month pace. Market
participants were then greeted by the unwelcome news that Retail Sales fell 3% in February when they were only supposed to fall 0.5%.
But, that looks a little less bad since January’s 5.3% growth was significantly revised to 7.6%. The Retail Sales Control Group, without
food services, autos, gas stations, and building materials fell by an unexpectedly large 3.5%, but January’s 6% growth was revised to
8.7%.

The Federal Reserve also disappointingly reported on Tuesday that Industrial Production fell 2.2% in February when a rise of 0.3% was
expected. Even more disconcerting was the accompanying report for Capacity Utilization. That measure of the economy’s mining,
manufacturing, and utility output against its potential fell to 73.8% from 75.5% when it was expected to remain unchanged. One year
ago, that measure was 76.93% and underscores the significant output gap that currently exists. That should not be overlooked by those
fearing inflation, and even those who are not, since it’s really hard for inflation to be sustained in the face of such underutilization and
it’s not a characteristic of an economy that’s running “hot.” The housing market has certainly been running hot the past year but there
may be signs that some cooling is in the offing. The National Association of Home Builders also reported on Tuesday that its Housing
Market Index slipped from 84 to 82 this month while analysts were expecting no change.

More signs of a decline in the vigor of the Housing sector came on Wednesday with the news that Housing Starts plummeted by 10.3%
in February. Yes, the weather was pretty bad last month but the analysts who predicted a dip of only 1.3% knew that too, so why the big
miss? Building Permits are not really weather related but they still fell 10.8% in February and that was significantly more than the 7.2%
decline that was estimated.

Wednesday afternoon heralded the completion of the FOMC’s policy meeting and the publication of the latest Summary of Economic
Projections. Acknowledging that things are looking up, the Committee’s median projection for 2021 GDP improved to 6.5% from the
4.2% that December’s poll produced. For Unemployment, the Committee expects to see that rate fall to 4.5% by year’s end and that’s a
little better than the 5% they thought we’d end up with back in December. The Committee also raised its expectation for core inflation
with a move to 2.2% by the end of the year and that’s up from its previous 1.8% projection. During his press conference, Chairman
Powell took great pains to explain that these Projections are a compilation of individual members’ outlooks and not a consensus
forecast produced by Committee discussions. That goes for the dot-plot, too. And speaking of the dot-plot, a few more dots suggest a
preference for a rate increase by year-end 2023, but 11 of the 18 still say “no.”

The Fed made some more news just this morning with the announcement that the temporary change it made last year to its
Supplemental Leverage Ratio that allowed bank holding companies to own Treasuries without the requisite capital requirement will
expire as scheduled at the end of this month. This could affect the amount of those securities that big banks acquire relative to other
alternatives. The slight price gains that Treasuries enjoyed earlier today have since evaporated on that news.

The news we got yesterday about Jobless Claims wasn’t too uplifting either, when the BLS reported that for the week ending March
13th, Initial Claims totaled 770k and that was higher than the prior week’s 725k and also higher than the 700k that was expected.
Continuing Claims for the week ending March 6th fell slightly to 4.12M from 4.14M versus an expectation of 4.03M. But, yesterday’s
news got a lot better when the Philadelphia Fed reported that its broadly-based Business Outlook Survey Index roared to 51.8 this
month from 23.1. This greatly exceeded analysts’ expectations of 23.3. Things are indeed sunny in Philadelphia! The Conference Board
closed out the week’s data reports yesterday when it disclosed that its Index of Leading Economic Indicators experienced a 0.2% rise last
month and that was a little below the pre-release estimate of 0.3%.

Tomorrow is the first day of Spring and things are coming to life horticulturally as well as economically. Jerome needs to get himself a
green necktie. Have a great weekend; be careful out there.
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