Cold, stormy Weath.er
deters buyers from
going on the hunt
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Sales of new single-family

- homes collapsed last month as

+ the housing recovery continued
to struggle for momentum.

New-Home.sales fell 14.5% to a

seasonally adjusted annual rate of

384,000, down from February’s

revised pace of:449,000, the Cen-

sus Bureausaid.

. Although sales for December

through February were revised
up by a net 20,000, the unexpect-
edly weak March figure provided
further evidence that the spring
selling season got off to a sluggish
start. Economists expected an an-

nual sales rate of 450,000, accord- -

ing to the median forecast in

Action Economies’ survey.
Experts say cold ‘and stormy

-‘weather continued to impede

house- huntmg “I-Iousmg may be
slower to rebound after the ad-
verse winter than other sectors of
the U.S. economy,” Barclays Capi-
tal economist MIchael Gapen
said in a research note.

A separate report this Week
showed existing-home sales fell

- slightly last month.

SHIL, the impact of the weather

.'was far from clear-cut. Sales fell

16.7% in the West, which did not
suffer © harsh conditions last
month, and rose 12.5% in the
Northeast. Sales declined 21.5%
in the Midwest and 14. 4% m the

-South, - :
" “The slowing apbears. to be .

more than just indlement weath-
er;” UBS said in a research note,

Both homé prices and borrow-

ing costs have drifted upward in

the, past year. Rates on 30-year:

mortgages have riseén to 4.27%
from 3.4% a year ago. UBS nofes
that an index of mortgage appli-

cations has weakened in recent

months.

Meanwhlle, the median pllce
of new homes sold last month
was $290,000 — 13% higher than
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in March 2013, the Census Bu-
reau said,
" The tepid sales helped push up

new-home inventories from a

ﬁve monthtoa sm—month supply

- = which marks the highest level :

since September 2011 and typi-
cally signifies a balanced market -
Overall, however, supplies have

. been limited. Builders have com-

plained. of rising construction
costs,- labor shortages and fewer
available lots as obstacles to add-
ing more inventory, says RBS

.Senioy US. Economist Omair

Sharif in a research note. With -
prices rising, builders may be
hanging on to unbuilt or partially

‘built properties until prices in-

crease further, UBS says.

- The good news ig the housing
market is still on the mend fol-
lowing the mid-2000s crash, The
ronghly 430,000 annual pace | of

‘new-home sales so far this year

and in 2013 is up from 369,000 in -
2012 and 305,000 in 2011, But it

- remains less than half the 1 mil-
. lion-plus average the industry

posted from 2000 to 2006, .

Sharif says job growth and ris-
ing household formation should
lift the housing market further
this year, but the pace “is ]1ke1y to
be gradual.” -
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