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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

ECONOMIST
INSIGHT

21Q1 GDP growth came in at a strong 6.4%, but the winning quarter
of the year will undoubtedly be 21Q2, with GDP possibly hitting 10.0%!
There will be modest slowing for the last half of the year, with 21Q3 likely
at 8% and 21Q4 over 7%. I predict that GDP will steadily slow and by
the end of 2023 resemble normal pre-pandemic growth of around 2%.

Real Gross Domestic Product (GDP) increased
at an annual rate of 6.4 percent in the first
quarter of 2021, according to the “second”
estimate released by the Bureau of Economic
Analysis. In the fourth quarter of 2020, real
GDP increased 4.3 percent. As of May 18,
2021, the GDPNow model estimate for real
GDPGross
growth (seasonally
adjusted
annual rate)
Domestic
Product
in the second quarter of 2021 is 9.3 percent
on May 28, down from 10.5 percent on May
14.

9.3%

In March 2021, the U.S. imported $274.5 billion
of cargo, increasing 6.3% from the previous
month. March imports of goods ($233.0 billion)
were the highest on record. March imports of
consumer goods ($65.1 billion) were the highest
on record. March imports of foods, feeds, and
beverages ($14.0 billion) were the highest on
record. March imports of capital goods ($63.0
billion) were the highest on record. March nonpetroleum imports ($217.7 billion) were the
highest on Import
record.
Volumes

$274.5 Billion
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The U.S. Goods and Services Trade deficit
increased 5.6% in March 2021 to $74.4 billion.
The global pandemic and the
economic recovery continued to impact
international trade in March 2021. The full
economic effects of the pandemic
cannot be quantified in the statistics because
U.S.
Trade embedded
Deficitin source
the impacts
are generally
data and cannot be separately identified.

8 Billion
$74.4

In March 2021, the U.S. exported $200.00 billion
of cargo, increasing 6.6% from the previous
month. March exports of goods ($142.4 billion)
were the highest since May 2018 ($142.7
billion). March exports of industrial supplies and
materials ($51.5 billion) were the highest on
record. March non-petroleum exports ($128.9
billion) were the highest on record.

$200.00

Export Volumes

The Unemployment Rate in America was 6.1%
in April 2021, up from 6.0% the previous month.
Total nonfarm payroll employment rose by 266,000
in April, and the unemployment rate was little
changed at 6.1 percent, the U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics reported today. Notable job gains
in leisure and hospitality, other services, and local
government education were partially offset by
employment declines in temporary help services
n
i
and in couriers and messengers.
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Unemployment Rate

Prices for U.S. imports increased 0.7 percent
in April following a 1.4-percent advance
in March. Export prices rose 0.8 percent
in April, after increasing 2.4 percent the
previous month. Over the past year, import
prices advanced 10.6 percent and export
prices rose 14.4 percent.

+ 0.7%
+ 0.8%

Import & Export Price Index

No matter how measured, the US economy is suffering from both “base-effect” and “bottleneck” inflation. Base-effect
inflation will diminish as we begin comparing current prices to prices that prevailed a year ago as the US economy
came out of the worst of the spring lockdown and began recovering. Bottleneck inflation results from a short-term
imbalance between supply and demand. The demand surge will subside as consumers spend savings and stimulus
funds. Supply shortages are also of a short-term nature and will dissipate as employment rises, production increases,
and inventories are rebuilt. The Fed has been very consistent in messaging that they consider this burst of inflation,
currently 3.1% to 3.6% depending on how measured, to be a short-term problem that they are monitoring and expect
to subside. They continue to reassure markets that they have no intention of raising rates for the foreseeable future.

7

The Labor Force Participation Rate was 61.7% in April 2021, up slightly from the
previous month. The labor force participation rate for those of prime working age
(25-54) was 81.3% in April, no change from the previous month.

Labor Force Partcipation

+ 1.6

The Leading Economic Index for the U.S. increased 1.6% in April 2021, to a reading of 113.3. According to The
Conference Board, “With April’s large monthly gain to start the second quarter, the U.S. LEI has now recovered fully
from its COVID-19 contraction—surpassing the index’s previous peak, reached at the very onset of the global pandemic
in January 2020. While employment and production have not recovered to their pre-pandemic levels yet, the U.S. LEI
suggests the economy’s upward trend should continue and growth may even accelerate in the near term. The Conference
Board now forecasts real GDP could grow around
8 to 9 Economic
percent (annualized)
in the second quarter, with year-over-year
Leading
Index
economic growth reaching 6.4 percent for 2021.”

Housing Starts

Housing starts for April 2021 in the US decreased 9.4% from the previous month and up 67.3% from April 2020. Singlefamily housing
starts in April were at a rate of 1,087,000; this is 13.4% percent drop (±17.4 percent)* . The March rate for
units in buildings with five units or more was 482,000.

Light Vehicle Sales
New Light Vehicle Sales were an annualized and seasonally adjusted 18.5 million units in April 2021, up 112.0% from April
2020 though pent-up demand from the pandemic played a role this April, sales were also likely pulled forward by
consumers’ uncertainty about being able to find the vehicles they want in coming months.
Retail Sales

Advanced estimates of retail and food service sales in April 2021 were $616.697 billion, a decrease of 2.1% from the
previous month, and 51.4% above April 2020. Non-store retail sales were up 14.8% from the same period in 2020.
E-Commerce

The estimate of U.S. retail e-commerce sales for the first quarter of 2021, adjusted for seasonal variation, was $215.0
billion, an increase of 7.7% from the previous quarter and 7.8% higher than the fourth quarter of 2020. E-commerce
sales in the first quarter of 2021 accounted for 13.6% of total sales.

In April 2021, personal income
decreased $3.21 trillion, or
13.1% from the previous month.
Disposable personal income (DPI)
decreased $3.22 trillion (14.6
percent) and
personal
consumption
decreased
13.1%
expenditures (PCE) increased $80.3
billion (0.5 percent).
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The Consumer Confidence Index increased
to 121.7 in April 2021, up from 109.0 in
March. The Present Situation Index—
based on consumers’ assessment of current
business and labor market conditions—
soared from 110.1 to 139.6. The Expectations
Index—based
on consumers’
short-term
increased
to 121.7
outlook for income, business, and labor
market conditions—rose moderately, from
108.3 last month to 109.8 in April.

The seasonally adjusted Consumer
Price Index for all urban consumers
increased 0.8% in April 2021 to
267.05, after rising 0.6 % in March.
The gasoline index decreased to 1.4
percent in April. The Producer Price
Index for final demand was 123.8
4
267.05
in April 2021, up
from 123.1 the
previous month.

Inventories declined in 21Q1, and it looks as if rebuilding will be delayed into the second half of 2021.
Corporate investment in capital goods remains very strong as manufacturers continue to adapt and
respond to surging consumer demand. The key question for the next few months is how rapidly consumer
spending shifts from goods to services, and I expect it will happen rather slowly given the large amount
of cash available from savings and stimulus funds. I don’t see any large shifts in energy prices in the near
future. OPEC and Russia are still deliberately underproducing to keep prices propped up. At this point,
oil prices are not high enough to trigger much net new exploration and production in the United States.

The estimated monthly sales for manufacturers, retailers and
merchant wholesalers totaled over $1,638.2 billion in March
2021 up 5.7% from the previous month. Inventories to sales
ratios were 1.38 for Manufacturing, 1.10 for Retail and 1.22
for Merchant wholesalers all down from March 2020.

The Industrial Production Index was 106.3 in April 2021, an
increase of 0.7% from the previous month and 16.5% higher
year-over-year. Capacity Utilization for the industrial
sector was 74.9% in April 2021, down 0.1% year-over-year.

Industrial Production & Capacity Utilization Index

Total value of inventory on-hand is estimated at $2,014.3
billion in March 2021, up 0.7% from the previous month
and unchanged from March of the previous year.

The Manufacturing PMI was 60.7% in April 2021, a decrease
of 4% from the previous month. This figure indicates
expansion in the overall economy for the eleventh
consecutive month. New Orders decreased 3.7% to 64.3%,
and Production decreased 5.6% to 62.5%.
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The Small Business Optimism Index rose to 99.8 in
April 2021, up 1.6 points from the previous month.
According to the National Federation of Independent
Business (NFIB), “Small business owners are seeing a
growth in sales but are stunted by not having enough

74.5%

The Logistics Manager’s Index was 74.5 in
April 2021, an increase of 2.3% from the
previous month, which is the second
highest reading in the history of the index.

workers. Finding qualified employees remains the
biggest challenge for small businesses and is
slowing economic growth. Owners are raising
up offering
1.6 points
the to
compensation,
bonusesfrom
and benefits
attract the rightprevious
employees”. month

15,492.60

Dow Jones Transportation Average Index increased 1.22% in over the past month, ending at a reading of 15,492.60
as of May 25.

Dow Jones Transportation Index

6,558.50

NASDAQ Transportation Index increased
1.24% inTransportation
May 2021, ending atIndex
a reading of 6,558.50.
NASDAQ

130.0

The USDOT’s freight transportation services index fell 2.1%, in March 2021 to 130.0 due to seasonally-adjusted
decreases
in truck tonnage
and pipeline Service
despite growth
in water, rail carloads, rail intermodal, and air freight. The
DOT Freight
Transportation
Index
large decline in truck freight volumes, possibly due to supply chain issues, outweighed gains in other modes. The
March decrease took place against the background of growth in other indicators from February to March.

1.178

The Cass Freight Shipments Index was 1.178 in April 2021, a decrease of 1.5% from the previous month, and an
increase to 27.6% year-over-year. The Cass Freight
Index was 3.452 in April 2021, an increase of 1.1%
CassExpenditures
Freight Index
seasonally adjusted from the previous month and an increase of 45.1% year-over-year.

The FTR Shippers Conditions Index (SCI) for March 2021 fell to a negative reading of -17.8, its lowest reading on record.
According to FTR, “While May and June are expected to be the worst months for shippers as rate increases in truck and rail hit
their peak for the year, it is possible that the tight conditions could persist for longer. Capacity is expected to remain a constraining
Shippers
Conditions
Index
factor for transportation
through
the end of 2021
as truck and rail each struggle to regain employees lost during the pandemic.
Strong consumer and industrial demand means freight volumes will remain strong at the same time, setting up a challenging market
for shippers over the next few months.”

-17.8

Total transborder freight between the U.S., Canada, and Mexico totaled $114.6 billion in March 2021
up 19.5% than the previous month and up 16.0% compared to March 2020. Trucks carried $73.9 billion of
North
American
Freight
transborder freight up 24.3% compared to February 2021 and
continued
to be the Transborder
most heavily utilized
mode
for moving goods between the U.S. and other North American countries (Canada and Mexico).

$114.6

242,227

For week 20 ending May 22, 2021, total originated carloads on U.S. railroads were 242,227 carloads and
Freight
Rail to
Traffic
intermodal units,U.S.
up 27.2%
compared
the same week in 2020. Total combined U.S. traffic for the first 20 weeks
of 2021 was 528,774 carloads and intermodal units, an increase of 23.4 percent compared to last year.

TRUCKING
The ATA’s seasonally adjusted For-Hire Truck Tonnage Index was 114.7 in April 2021, a
decrease of 0.3% from the previous month but up 6.9% from April 2020. According to
ATA Chief Economist Bob Costello, “The outlook is solid for tonnage going forward as
For-Hire Truck
Tonnage
Index was 114.7 in April 2021
Increased
6.7%
in September
the
country approaches
pre-pandemic
levels of activity, with strong economic growth in
key areas for trucking – including retail, home construction and even manufacturing.”

Truck Tonnage Index

The spot market for truckload-freight available for pick-up in April 2021
decreased 4.3% compared to the previous month and was 577.3% higher
year-over-year. Van Load-to-Truck Ratio dropped to 4.9 in April 2021 down
Decreased 4.3%
compared
to the previous
month
Load
posts down
13.2% in
N OV,
from 5.78 in March, but for the same period in 2019 (pre-pandemic) capacity
Truck isposts
upthan
28.2%in
5x tighter
the ratioN
ofOV
1.45.

Truckload Freight

Refrigerated Trucking

In April 2021, the national load-to-truck ratio for refrigerated loads was 9.92 loads
per truck, down from 12.21 the previous month. Georgia’s reefer load-to-truck ratio
9.92
loads
per truck
ranges
12+.
Inspot
March,
the national
spot market reefer rate was $2.93 per mile, up
Reefer
rates
at $2.69,
from $2.94 the previous month.

expected to reach $2.70 in DEC

FTR’s Trucking Conditions Index (TCI) surged in March 2021 to a 16.27 reading.
The March TCI was the highest on record. Contributions from freight volume,
rates, and capacity utilization
all strengthened
March.
TCI should
remain in
Surged
in March in
2021
to The
a 16.27
reading
At 10.69
(SEPT)
upthrough
2 from
AUG
positive, double-digit
territory
at least
the third
quarter with the
possibility of one or more record readings.

Trucking Conditions Index

As of Mary 24, 2021 the U.S. average diesel price was $3.25
per gallon. The U.S. average diesel price was $0.863 higher
than
the per
same gallon
week last year. The average price of diesel in
$3.25
the Lower Atlantic states was $3.137 per gallon, $0.778 higher
than the same week last year.

Diesel Prices

Trucking Employment

The trucking industry workforce decreased 0.10%
to 1,480.3 million
employees
total in April 2021.
1474.4
thousand

1,480,300 employees total

Trucking Earnings and Hours

The average earnings of truck transportation employees were
$26.69/hour in March 2021, down slightly from the
$26.69/hour
$26.52
perThe
hour,
41.1
hours
per 41.8 in March,
previous
month.
average
weekly
hours totaled
upweek
2.45 % from the previous month.

Preliminary North American Class 8 net orders for April were 34,600 units,
continuing to exhibit strength above normal trends. It was the best April
order activity since 2018. Orders were down 15% m/m but 30,500 units
34,600
units
Trailer
purchases
all now
time
above April
2020. Class set
8 orders
total 403,000
for the previous
record atunits
56,500
(N OV)12 months.

U.S. Truck & Trailer Orders

WAREHOUSING & DISTRIBUTION
The U.S. Industrial Vacancy Rate in the first quarter of 2021
increased 30-basis points quarter-over-quarter to 4.9%.
Vacancy remained flat year-over-year and the vacancy rate is
now 170 bps below the 10-year historical average of 6.6% for
all product types. This decrease is largely due to more demand
in the market for quality space than supply can keep up with
which can be attributed to the acceleration of e-commerce.

4.9%

The nationwide warehousing industry
workforce decreased slightly to 1,405.6
million employees preliminary total in
April 2021.

1,405,600

The continued tight market conditions and solid
demand brought on another quarter of YOY rent
growth for Q1 2021, increasing to $6.90 from $6.40
in Q1 2020 per square foot (psf). Warehouse/
distribution rents rose during the same period
to $6.26 psf.

$6.90/SF

The U.S. industrial market started 2021 stronger than
expected with demand outpacing supply for the first
time since Q2 2019. In fact, in the first quarter alone, the
market absorbed 82.3 million square feet (msf), which is
the most space ever absorbed in a first quarter of any year
reported by Cushman & Wakefield—up 78.2% over the
46.2 msf reported in Q1 2020.

82.3 MSF

The average earnings of
The average weekly hours totaled 40.5 in
warehousing & storage employees
March, up 0.7 from the previous month.
across the U.S. were $21.99/hour in
WAREHOUSE
AVERAGE
WAGE
March
2021, down
$0.40
from the previous month.

$21.99
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