ECONOMY = TRENDS o

As home building
-~ rises, consumer
- confidence dips
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WASHINGTON — Builders broke ground

" oxi more homes in March than anticipated and -
took out permits at the fastest pace in more.
than a year, a sign the weakest part of the
economy has stabilized. B .

‘Housing starts climbed to an annual rate
of 626,000 last month, up 1.6 percent from
February’s 616,000 pace, the Corntherce De-

* pattment reported Friday. Building permits, |
;  asign of future construction, climbed to the’
' highest level since Octobér 2008.

“We are unambiguously seeing an improv-
ing trend in housing,” said Richard DeKaser,
president of Woodley Park Research in Wash-
ington. “We have gota rebound in residential
activity, which counters the collapse overthe '
last three years.” ’ L s

“An improvement in the housing market, .
aftér a crash that contributed to the deepest
recession in the post-World War 11 era, signals
a broadening of the econemic recovery. A sep-
arate report showed that consumer confidence
unexpectedly stumped in April, indicating that
Americans are worried the expansion willbe

".too slow to bolster the labor market. x

The Reuters-University of Michigan prelim-
inary index of consumer sentiment unexpect-
edly dropped to 69.5 this month from a final
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HOMES: U.S. foreclosure fllmgs rose
| 16 percent in 1st quarter from year ago
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reading of 73.6 in March. A measure of current
conditions, which reflects Americans’ percep-

- tions of their financial situation and whether i

it's a good time to buy big-ticket items like cars,
dropped to the lowest level this year.
The index of expectations six months from

* now, which more closely projects the direction .
of consumer spending, posted 1ts weakest read- -

ing since March 2009

‘Housing starts, which last month reached !

the highest level since November 2008, were
forecast to rise to a 610,000 rate from a previ-
ously reported 575,000 for February, according
o the median pro;ectmn of 74 economists in
a Bloomberg survey. Est1mates ranged from
580,000 to 650,000, :

New-Home construction rose 20 percent in

March from the same month last year. Permiits
.'were up 34 percentiin the 12 months ended in
March: -
Construction of single- famlly houses de-
. creased 0.9 percent to-a 531,000 rate in March,
while permits increased 5.6 percent. Work on
'multifamily homes, such as town houses and
apartment buildings, climbed 19 percent to an
annual rate of 95,000.

'The increase in starts was concenti‘ated in
the South. New; constriiction fell in the rest of
the country.

A report Thursday showed bullder confi:

dence rose this month more thaianticipated -

as ameasure of, single-family sales reached the
highest level in two years. The National As-
soclatlon of Home Bullders-Wells Fargo index
rose to 19-from 15 ih March. Even though the
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" .CED'of Lennar Corp. says |

the homebuilder expects to

_return to proﬁtablhty this
year

gauge reached the hlghest 1eve1 since Ma1 ch
2008, a readirig below 50 means a.majority of

i respondents said conditions remaingd’poor. .

The Obama administration extended acredit

\ for first-time' homebuyers in November and ex-
| panded it to include some current owners. The
deadline for signing ‘purchase contracts is the

} end of this month, and transactmns must be
completed by June 30.

" Defaults remain a. concern. Foreclosure
filingsin the U.S. rose 16 percent in the first
guarter from a year earher and bank seizures
reached a record. This. may continue to drive .
down prices, creating increased competmon
for builders.

Lennar Corp., the thlrd-blggest U. S home-
builder by revenue, is among companies cutting
costs and incentives to try fo return to profit-
ability. TheMiami-based company last month ';
said orders climbed 18 pércent in the quarter
ended Feb. 28 from the same time last year as.
it benefited from selling homes,in communi-
ties where there was less competmon from
foreclosure sales.

“We are extremely well-p031t10ned o nawgate
the rocky bottom and ultimate recovery that .
lies ahead,” CEO Stuart Miller said in a March
24 call with investors. The company expects to
return to profitability this year, he said.



