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public speaker who has been featured in Bloomberg, Business Week, Bureau of National Affairs, Forbes, Fortune, and
many other publications. Click on the bowties for related posts from the Bowtie Economist’s blog, ECON70.com
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The economic forecast for 21Q1 is improving, with GDP likely to exceed 4.0%, resulting from strong retail
sales, steadily rising vaccination rates, improving weather, and inventory rebuilding. As for the rest of 2021,
the proposed $1.9 trillion Biden stimulus will further boost the recovery, and as a result, economic growth
should continue improving over the remaining three quarters of the year, such that by mid-2021 GDP is back
to pre-pandemic levels, and CY2021 GDP should well exceed 5%, its best performance in almost 40 years.

The U.S. GDP increased at an annual rate of 4.0% in the

The U.S. goods and services trade deficit decreased 3.5%

released by the Bureau of Economic Analysis in late

in December 2020 reflect both the ongoing impact of the

fourth quarter of 2020, according to the advance estimate

4.0%

January. This increase reflects both the continued economic
recovery from the sharp declines earlier in the year and the
ongoing impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, including new
restrictions and closures that took effect in some areas of

Gross Domestic Product

the United States. In the third quarter, real GDP increased

33.4 percent. (Source: US BEA) As of February 17, the latest
GDPNow model forecast for real GDP growth (seasonally
adjusted annual rate) in the first quarter of 2021 is 9.5%.

In December 2020, the U.S.
imported $256.6 billion of
cargo, increasing 1.5% from
the previous month. December
imports from South Korea, and
Taiwan were the highest on
record.

$256.6 Billion
Import Volumes
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in December 2020 to $66.6 billion. Exports and imports

8 Billion
$66.6

COVID-19 pandemic and the continued economic recovery

from the sharp declines earlier in the year. The full economic
effects of the pandemic cannot be quantified in the trade
statistics because the impacts are generally embedded in

U.S. Trade Deficit

source data and cannot be separately identified. The Census
Bureau and the Bureau of Economic Analysis continue to

monitor data quality and have determined estimates in this
release meet publication standards.

In December 2020, the U.S.
exported $190.0 billion of cargo,
increasing 3.4% from the previous
month. December exports of
foods, feeds, and beverages
($14.5 billion) were the highest on
record.

$190.0

Export Volumes
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The unemployment rate in America was 6.3% in
January 2021, down from 6.7% the previous month.
In January 2021, U.S. employers added 49,000 jobs
and the number of unemployed decreased by 10.1
million.
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U.S. import prices increased 1.4% in
January 2021, after increasing 1.0% the
previous month. The January advance
was the largest one moth rise since the
index increased 1.4% in March 2012.
U.S. export prices also rose in January,
increasing 2.51%. The January increase
was the largest advance since the index
was first published on a monthly basis in
Import & Export Price Index
December 1988.

+ 1.4%
+ 2.51%

As for interest rates, the Fed will hold rates steady and will strongly resist any pressure to raise
them until substantial improvement is seen in the unemployment numbers; this is no earlier
than mid-2022. Automobile sales continue to improve and should end 2021 with sales of
about 15.75 million units, up from 14.4 million last year but down from 17 million in 2019. The
housing market is expected to build slightly on last year’s strength, with construction activity
rising by as much as 100,000 starts (mostly single-family) over the 1.4 million from 2020.
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The labor force participation rate was 61.4% in January 2021, up from 61.5% the
previous month. The labor force participation rate for those of prime working age
(25-54) was 81.1% in January, up from 81.0% the previous month.

Labor Force Partcipation
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The Leading Economic Index for the U.S. increased 0.3% in December 2020, to a reading of 109.5. According to The Conference Board, “The US LEI’s
slowing pace of increase in December suggests that US economic growth continues to moderate in the first quarter of 2021. Improvements in the US LEI
were very broad-based among the leading indicators, except for rising initial claims for unemployment insurance and a mixed consumer outlook on business
and economic conditions,” said Ataman Ozyildirim, Senior Director of Economic Research at The Conference Board. “While the resurgence of COVID-19 and
weak labor markets remain barriers to growth, The Conference Board expects the economy to expand by at least 2.0 percent (annual rate)
in Q1 and then gain momentum throughout the year.”

Leading Economic Index

Housing Starts

Housing starts in the US surged 5.8 % month-over-month to an annualized rate of 1,669 thousand in December of 2020, beating market
forecasts of 1560 thousand. It is the highest reading since September of 2006, amid a surge in single family starts in the Midwest as
people move away from the big cities due to the pandemic. Single-family housing starts jumped 12 percent to 1,338 thousand while
units in buildings with five units or more sank 15.2 percent to 312,000.

Light Vehicle Sales

New light vehicle sales were an annualized and seasonally adjusted 16.63 million in January 2021, down 1.4% from January 2020. Sales
of light trucks (SUVs, minivans, and pickups) accounted for 77.8% of total sales in January.

Retail Sales

Advanced estimates of retail and food service sales in January 2021 were $568.2 billion, an increase of 5.3% from the previous month,
and 7.4% above January2020. Non-store retail sales were up 28.7% from January 2020.

E-Commerce

The estimate of U.S. retail e-commerce sales for the fourth quarter of 2020, adjusted for seasonal variation, was $206.7 billion, a
decrease of 1.2% from the previous quarter and 32.1% higher than the fourth quarter of 2019. E-commerce sales in the fourth quarter of
2020 accounted for 14.0% of total sales.

Personal Income increased 0.6%
in December 2020. Disposable
personal income (DPI) increased
$111.6 billion (0.6 percent) and
personal consumption
expenditures
decreased .06%
(PCE) decreased $27.9 billion (0.2
percent)
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The Consumer Confidence Index increased to 89.3 in
January 2021, up from 87.1 in December. According
to The Conference Board, “Consumers’ appraisal of
present-day conditions weakened further in January,
with COVID-19 still the major suppressor.” Consumers’
expectations for the economy and jobs, however,
advanced further, suggesting that consumers foresee
conditions improving in the not-too-distant future.
In addition, the percent of consumers who said they
intend to purchase a home in the next six months
improved, suggesting that the pace of home sales
should remain robust in early 2021.”

increased to 89.3

The Consumer Price Index for all
urban consumers was 262.2 in January
2021, up 0.3% from the previous
month. The gasoline index continued
to increase, rising 7.4 percent in
January and accounting for most of
the seasonally adjusted increase in
the all items index. The Producer Price
4
Index for final demand
262.2 was 121.3
in January 2021, up 1.3% from the
previous month.

Nationally, energy prices are now approaching a post-pandemic equilibrium and, outside of potential
weather-related spikes, are unlikely to move substantially from the current range of $60/bbl-$65/bbl.
After plummeting in spring 2020, manufacturing has staged a remarkable recovery and is now just slightly
below its pre-pandemic level. It will continue to improve, but generally more slowly as the economy opens.

Total combined sales and manufacturing shipments
totaled over $1.49 trillion in December 2020, up 0.8% from
the previous month and up 2.5% from December of the
previous year.

The Industrial Production Index was 107.2 in January 2021,
an increase of 0.9% from the previous month and 1.8% lower
year-over-year. Capacity Utilization for the industrial sector
was 75.6% in January 2021, down 0.1% year-over-year.

Industrial Production & Capacity Utilization Index

Total value of inventory on-hand is estimated at $1.97
trillion in December 2020, up 0.6% from the previous
month and down 2.6% from December of the previous
year.

The Manufacturing PMI was 58.7% in January 2021,
down 1.8% from the previous month. This figure
indicates expansion in the overall economy for the eighth
consecutive month. New Orders decreased 6.4% to 61.1%,
and Production decreased 4.0% to 60.7%. According
to the Institute for Supply Management (ISM), “Survey
committee members reported that their companies and
suppliers continue to operate in reconfigured factories, but
absenteeism, short-term shutdowns to sanitize facilities and
difficulties in returning and hiring workers are continuing to
cause strains that limit manufacturing growth potential. “Of
the six biggest manufacturing industries, five — Chemical
Products; Fabricated Metal Products; Transportation
Equipment; Food, Beverage & Tobacco Products; and
Computer & Electronic Products — registered moderate
to strong growth in January. Petroleum & Coal Products
contracted.”
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The Small Business Optimism Index was 95.0 in January
2021, down 0.9 from the previous month. According to
the National Federation of Independent Business (NFIB),
“As Congress debates another stimulus package, small
employers welcome any additional relief that will provide
a powerful fiscal boost as their expectations for the future
are uncertain.” “The COVID-19 pandemic continues to
dictate how small businesses operate and owners are
worried about future business conditions and sales.”
Owners expecting better business conditions over the
next six months declined seven points to a net negative
23%, the lowest level since November 2013.

The Logistics Manager’s Index was 67.2% in January 2021,
an increase of 0.5% from the previous month, this is well
above average. Much of the increase in this month’s
LMI are driven by increases in the rate of growth for the
inventory metrics. Due to constricted capacity and high
inventory levels, it would appear that as firms increase the
amount of inventory they’re holding, the cost of doing
so is increasing at an increasing rate. This combined with
tight capacity and high prices contribute to the increasing
rate of growth detected in this month’s LMI.

67.2%

down 0.9% from the
previous month

13,274.21

Dow Jones Transportation Index increased .98% in January 2021, ending at a reading of 13,274.21.

Dow Jones Transportation Index

6,020.40

NASDAQ Transportation Index increased
2.15% inTransportation
January 2021, ending
at a reading of 6,020.40.
NASDAQ
Index

The USDOT’s freight transportation services index was 132.7 in November 2020, down 0.1% from the previous
The USDOT’s freight transportation services index was 136.3 in December 2020, up 2.7% from the previous month
Transportation
Service
andDOT
risingFreight
to the highest
level since the start
of theIndex
pandemic, according to the U.S. Department of Transportation’s
Bureau of Transportation Statistics’ (BTS). The index reached the level of 136.3, the highest level since 136.9 in
January 2020.

136.3

The Cass Freight Shipments Index was 1.110 in January 2021, a decrease of 1.1% from the previous month, and an increase of 8.6%
year-over-year. The month-over-month decline is likely due to the worsening pandemic numbers impacting the trajectory of the recovery in
November. The Cass Freight Expenditures Index was 3.070 in January 2021, an increase of 2.8% seasonally adjusted from the previous month and
an increase of 19.5% year-over-year. According to Cass Information Systems, “As these higher volumes meet rising contract rates, it is clear that
this index is headed for growth rates over the next several months not seen since 2010-2011.”

1.110

Cass Freight Index

The FTR Shippers Conditions Index (SCI) for December 2020 decreased to a negative reading of -10.9.
According to FTR, “Q4 ’20 saw the toughest market conditions for shippers since early 2018. Freight volumes
Shippers
Conditions
remain strong
but fuel costs
continue to Index
rise steadily. FTR’s current outlook is for improved conditions as capacity
utilization and rates start to stabilize, albeit at high levels. The SCI will likely remain in a low single-digit negative
range through most if not all of 2021.”

-10.9

$95.5

Surface transport-related trade between the U.S., Canada, and Mexico totaled $95.5 billion in
November 2020, down 6.1% than the previous month and 3.2% lower year-over-year. Trucks carried $62.7
North American Transborder Freight
billion of transborder freight and continued to be the most heavily utilized mode for moving goods between
the U.S. and other North American countries (Canada and Mexico).

480,483

Total originated carloads on U.S. railroads were 480,483 in February 2021, up 0.3% compared to February
2020. Total combined
traffic Rail
for the
first six weeks of 2021 was 3,079,821 carloads and intermodal units, an
U.S. U.S.
Freight
Traffic
increase of 4 percent compared to last year.

TRUCKING
The ATA’s seasonally adjusted For-Hire Truck Tonnage Index was 120 in December 2020, an
increase of 7.4% from the previous month and an increase of 3.2% from December 2019.
According to ATA Chief Economist Bob Costello, “Tonnage ended last year on a high note. The
index not only registered the largest monthly gain since June, but it also had the first yearover-year
increase
since
March. Freight
continues
to be
by strong consumption, a retail
For-Hire
Truck
Tonnage
Index
was 120
inhelped
December
inventory
2020 restocking, and robust single-family home construction.”

Truck Tonnage Index
Increased 6.7% in September

The spot market for truckload-freight available for pick-up in
January 2021 decreased 0.4% compared to the previous month
and was 67.9%
higher0.4%
year-over-year.
capacity decreased
Decreased
compared
toTruck
the previous
month
Load
posts down
13.2% in
N OV,
2.8% for the month and decreased 18.3% year-over-year.

Truckload Freight

Truck posts up 28.2%in N OV

In January 2021, the national load-to-truck ratio for refrigerated loads
was 8.15 loads per truck, down from 8.52 the previous month. Georgia’s
reefer load-to-truck ratio ranges 2.3-5.5. In January, the national spot
8.15reefer
loads
per rates
truck
market
rate
was $2.61
per mile, down from $2.67 the previous
Reefer
spot
at $2.69,
month.
expected to reach $2.70 in DEC

Refrigerated Trucking

FTR’s Trucking Conditions Index (TCI) fell in December, but the blame lies squarely
with higher diesel prices. The TCI declined to a reading of 8.51 from the 10.46
reading in November, but index components related to freight demand, rates, and
capacity utilization were very slightly stronger. The fuel cost component of the
Declined
to athree
reading
of 8.51
index recorded its largest
in more
years. FTR forecasts
Atnegative
10.69change
(SEPT)
up 2than
from
AUG
index readings in the high positive single digits through 2021.

Trucking Conditions Index

As of February 15, 2021 the U.S. average diesel price
was $2.876 per gallon. The U.S. average diesel price was
$0.014 lower than the same week last year. The average
2.526
per gallon
$2.876
price
of diesel in the Lower Atlantic states was $2.798 per
gallon, $0.005 lower than the same week last year.

Diesel Prices

Trucking Employment

The trucking industry workforce decreased 0.2% to
1,475,400 employees
total
in January 2021.
1474.4
thousand
1,475,400
employees
total

Trucking Earnings and Hours

The average earnings of truck transportation employees
were $27.05/hour in January 2021, up 0.07% from the
$27.05/hour
$26.52month.
per hour,
41.1 hours
previous
The average
weeklyper
hours totaled 42.3
week
in January, up 0.7 % from the previous month.
January 2021 net trailer orders totaled 30,000 units, down 34% from the previous
month, and up 83% higher than January 2020. According to FTR, “Fleets are
expecting 2021 to continue to be a great year for freight and have placed a hefty
number of orders in the last five months. Replacement demand is solid because
30,000
units,
down
34%
carriers are profitable. Expansion demand is growing
due to the
capacity
constraints
that emerged after the economic startup. Orders should continue to ease down due
to the lack of available build slots. The challenge right now is for OEMs to fill nearterm orders due to raw material and component shortages.

U.S. Trailer Orders

Trailer purchases set all time
record at 56,500 (N OV)

Preliminary January 2021 Class 8 truck orders totaled 42,800
units, down 18% from the previous month and the fourth
consecutive
month
to exceed
42,800 units,
down
18% 40,000 units. According to FTR,
Class growth
8 Truck
orderes
“Freight
remains
vibrantreach
and fleets are rushing to add
52,600
(NOV)
capacity as fast as possible. OEMs and suppliers are trying to
keep pace with the surging demand.”

U.S. Truck Orders

WAREHOUSING & DISTRIBUTION
The U.S. industrial vacancy rate in the fourth quarter
of 2020 increased 30-basis points YOY to 5.2%. That
vacancy rate is still 60 basis point (bps) below the fiveyear historical average of 6.6% for all product types.
Despite vacancy increasing slightly over last quarter,
alleviating some—but certainly not all—of the pressure
on the supply constrained markets.

5.2%

The nationwide warehousing industry
workforce decreased 1.21% to
1,425,100 employees preliminary total
in January 2021.

1,425,100

The continued tight market conditions and solid
demand brought on another quarter of YOY rent
growth at Q4 2020, increasing 4.6% from the
fourth quarter 2019 at $6.76 per square foot (psf).
Warehouse/distribution rents rose 5.6% during the
same period to $6.22 psf.

$6.76/SF

The market finished the fourth quarter at a strong
pace, absorbing 89.8 million square feet (msf), the strongest
single quarter ever recorded. This brought the year-to-date
(YTD) total to 268.4 msf of absorption, surpassing the 240.9
msf reported a year-end 2019 by 11.4%. Warehouse/distribution
space proved to be the strongest secondary type, carrying the
U.S. industrial market through the year, absorbing 267.4 msf. The
overall total was brought down slightly due to manufacturing and
high-tech space ending the year with negative absorption.

89.8 MSF

The average earnings of
The average weekly hours totaled 41.1 in
warehousing & storage employees December, down 2.4% from the previous
across the U.S. were $21.98/hour
month.
WAREHOUSE
AVERAGE
in December 2020,
up 4.22%WAGE
from
the previous month.

$21.98
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