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Retail sales jump 0.6% in May

Autos drive fastest pace since Feb.

By Martin Crutsinger

Associated Press

WASHINGTON —Amer-
icans stepped up pur-
chases at retail business-
ez in May, spending more
on cars, home improve-
ments and sporting
goods,

The Commerce De-
partment said Thursday
that retail sales in-
creased 0.6 percent in
May from April.

That's up from a 0.1
percent gain the previ-
ous month and the fastest
pace since February.

The April gain was led

by & 1.8 percent jump in,

auto sales, the biggest in-
crease in six months.

Excluding volatile an-
tos, gas and building sup-
plies, core retail saleg
rose 0.3 percent.

That's slightly higher
than the 0.2 percent April
increase.

Sales increased at
hardware and general
merchandise stores, but
fell at furniture and ap-
pliance stores.

The retail sales report
iz the federal govern-
ment's first look each
month -at consumer

ing, which drives
70 percent of economic
activity.

Solid job growth and
rising home prices have
allowed consumers to
withstand an increase
this year in Social Securi-
ty taxes, which has low-
ered take-home pay for
most Americans.

Consumer spending
from January through
March grew at the fast-
est pace in more than two
years.

That helped the econo-
my expand at a solid an-
nual rate of 2.4 percent.
Most economists predict
that growth is slowing in
the April-June quarter to
an annual rate of 2 per-
cent or less.

But many economiists
say growth will likely
pick up in the second half
of the year.

Paul Dales, senior U.S.
econoimnist at Capital Eco-
nomics, said the May in-
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crease in retail spending
was stronger than antici-
pated. Lower gas prices
n:lay have helped, he not-
ed,

Even with the gain, he
believes consumer
spending is slowing from
the first quarter’s 3.4 per-
cent annual pace, down
to around 2.5 percent or
less in the current quar-
ter.

“Households may ...
be getting over the tax
hikes and spending some
of the savings from the
recent fall in gasoline
prices," Dales said.



