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Retail sales fall in March

Consumers cut back their spé:nding in most categories

By Christopher S. Rugaber

Associatied Privs

WASHINGTON — Sales at re-
tailers fell in March from Feb-
Tuary, indicating that higher
taxes and weak hiring might
have made some consumers
more cautious about spending,

Retail sales declined a sea-
sonally adjusted 0.4 percent
last month, the Commerce De-
partment said Friday. That fol-
lowed & 1 percent gain in Feb-
ruary and a 0.1 percent decline
in January. Both February and
January figures were revised
lower.

“Edﬂﬂﬂlﬂ]]ﬂl's Fut back ar:rli;:i
a wide mége of categories
month. Sales at auto dealers
dropped 0.6 percent. Gas sta-
tion sales dropped 2.2 percent,
partly reflecting lower prices.
The retail figures aren’t ad-

justed for price changes.

* Excluding the volatile cate-
gories of autos, gas and build-
ing materials, core sales

dropped 0.2 percent in March,

That followed a gain of 0.3 per-

cent in February, Department

stores, electronics retailers

and sporting goods outlets all
lower sales.

The retail sales report is the
government’s firat look at con-
sumer spending, which drives
about 70 percent of economic
activity.

Many economists still ex-
pect economic growth acceler-
ated to an annual rate of rough-
Iy 3percent in the January-
March quarter, despite the
softer retail spending in
March. But many expect
weaker spending will slow
growth in the April-June guar-
ter
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A shopper looks over the clothes at the Vermont Trading Co. in Montpelier, Vt, Retail sales fell In March

Paul Dales, senior econo-
mist at Capital Economics,
said the decline in retail sales
suggests higher Social Securi-
ty taxes and February's spike
in gas prices forced consum-
ers to pull back in March.

“And when factoring in slow-
er hiring and other weak data
for the month, “the economy
appears to have lost some mo-
mentum,” Dales said. “But
with gasoline prices now fall-
ing, we don’t expect oo sharp
a slowdown.”

There were a few positive
signs in the retail spending re-

‘port. Furniture stores report-

ed a 0.9 percent sales increase,
suggesting the housing recov-
ery is still encouraging more
spending. And sales at hard-
ware and garden supply stores
ticked up 0.1 percent, despite
an unseasonably cold March.




