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It is the height of spring and it’s amazing to see what a little rain and some sunshine can do for the
season’s flowers. Of course, a little Miracle-Gro helps too. It’s also springtime for our economy and
it’s been given a lot of Miracle-Gro in the form of monetary accommodation and fiscal spending. As
one might expect, all that fertilizer is having an effect and it was apparent in this week’s
performance data. There wasn’t a lot of it, but what there was, was pretty springy and a look at
Treasury yields makes it look like the bond vigilantes might have gotten hit with a little Round-Up.
For the third week in a row, the Ten-Year’s yield will end the week lower than where it began.

The week’s data pronouncements didn’t begin until Wednesday when the Mortgage Bankers
Association reported that, for the week ending April 16th, Mortgage Applications rose 8.6%. That
measure was down 3.7% the week prior and had been negative for nine of the last ten weeks
despite the vigorous characteristics that currently describe the nation’s housing market.

On Thursday, the Chicago Fed’s broadly based National Activity Index was pretty active with a
report showing that it rose to 1.71 last month in a huge turnaround from February’s level of minus
1.2. March’s new reading soundly beat estimates looking for 1.25. Also on that day, the Bureau of
Labor Statistics surprised us with an unexpected total for Initial Jobless Claims. For the week ending
April 17th, those claims came in at 547k and that was lower than the prior week’s slightly revised
586k and also lower than the 610k pre-release estimate. Continuing Claims for the week ending
April 10th did not provide much of a surprise when they fell to 3.67M from 3.7M against an
estimate of 3.65M. These are pandemic-era lows for both measures but are still elevated compared
to “normal” levels. Those “normal” levels would be in the 200k-250k range for Initial Claims and
somewhere around 2M for Continuing Claims. Give or take.

The Conference Board gave us some more good news when it then reported that its Index of
Leading Economic Indicators rose by a greater-then-expected 1.3% last month. Some of that shine
was taken away when February’s rise of 0.2% was revised to a 0.1% decline. But does it really
matter if historic measures of leading indicators are revised in the present? Nah. The Kansas City
Fed doesn’t care, either, and springtime conditions continue to provide a tailwind to manufacturing
efforts as measured by the Bank’s Manufacturing Index. That measure, and others like it, have been
trending upward and this month rose to 31 from 26 and beat the estimates calling for 28. Existing
Home Sales for March did not beat estimates calling for an almost imperceptible dip of 0.2% and
instead fell by about 3.7% on an annualized basis.

But this morning, the Census Bureau provided a counter to that disappointing news with a report
telling us that New Home Sales leaped 21% last month. And that’s after February’s 775k annualized
volume was revised to 846k. Analysts were expecting a gain of “only” 14%. Markit U.S. followed
that up with the news that its Purchasing Managers’ Index for Manufacturing improved again this
month to 60.6 from 59.1, but fell a little short of the estimated move to 61. For Services, that Index
jumped to 63.1 from 60.4 and that soundly outperformed the expectation of 61.5. That can’t be all
that unexpected since it’s the Services sector that will reap the greatest benefits from accelerated
re-openings.

Other impacts of accelerated re-openings are also showing up in the high-frequency data. The New
York Fed’s Weekly Economic Index, an amalgamation of ten daily and weekly measurements,
jumped almost 12% last week. Economic Miracle-Gro can indeed do miraculous things, but if it’s not
reapplied at regular intervals, those vibrant blooms can wither and die. Will our economy be able to
cultivate a lasting recovery amid the choking weeds of massive debt? Only thyme will tell. Have a
great week; be careful out there.
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