Factories
stepped
up activity
in March
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Manufacturing activity picked
up modestly in March in & sign
that improved weather may have
lifted the economy but colder-
than-normal temperatures and
storms may still have held back

| growth,

The Institute for Supply Man-
agement’s index of factory activ-
ity increased to 53.7 from 53.2 in
February, a smaller gain than
economigts expected. An index
reading of 50 or higher indicates
the seector is expanding, while be-
low 50 means it’s contracting.

A measure of production rose
sharply to 55.9 from 48.2. Cutput
shrank in February as manufac-
turers shut down or curtailed
hours amid adverse weather,

The index for new orders — a
barometer of future production

| == edged up to §5.1 from 54.5. But

the employment index dipped to
511 from 52.3, which could fore-
shadow lower-than-expected job
gains in Fridays report on em-
ployment last month.

The gverall index reflected a
manufacturing sector that ex-
panded for the 10th straight
month. But comments from man-
ufacturers surveyed indicated
that bad weather may have con-
tinued to crimp activity.

As weather impacts ebb fur-
ther, factories should ramp up
solidly this year, economists say.
The Manufacturing Alliance for
Productivity and Innovation, the
industry’s yesearch arm, projects
4 3.2% jump in production in
2014, v8. 2.3% last year.

With a recent budget agree~
ment, “we expect business invest-
ment to aceelerate both this year
and next” says alliance chief
economist Daniel Meckstroth.

Amnother report showed con-
struction spending in February
edged up 0.1% 1o a seasonally ad-
justed amnuel rete of $945.7 bil-
lion, in line with estimates. But
January’s tally was revised from 4
0.1% gain to a 0.2% decline.



