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 Bye, Bye Refi 
The strength of the employment report on Friday, May 7, leaves little doubt about the 

strength of the current recovery.  The GDP growth engine seems to be generating torque that is 

translating into job creation.  Payrolls increased by 288 thousand in April, accompanied by 

upward revisions of 66 thousand jobs in February and March.  A closer look at the pattern of job 

creation indicates strength across all sectors of the economy. Add to this a decline in the 

unemployment rate to 5.6%, and we have a situation where employment increases more than 

compensated for job seekers entering or reentering the labor force. This is good news from the 

perspective of the strength of the recovery. 

What does all this mean for Fed actions?  Governor Bernanke’s April 22, 2004 statement 

indicated that the Fed viewed the breakeven job creation rate at 120 thousand per month.  With 

strong job numbers, averaging 235 thousand per month over the last three months, this suggests a 

Fed rate hike may occur sooner rather than later. 

Yet, strong labor productivity gains give the Fed some flexibility. Productivity surged in 

the first quarter of this year by rising 3.5% quarter-over-quarter on an annualized basis, above 

the 2.4% growth rate during the period 1993-2003.  While there has been an increase in 

compensation, year-over-year unit labor costs are declining at a rate of –1.3%.  It seems safe to 

conclude that recent increases in the CPI are not likely due to increases in labor costs.   

In light of all of this data the Fed believes the “goal of price stability to have moved into 

balance,” and their current perspective is that policy accommodation can be removed at a 

“measured” pace.  This change in stance has added to the market’s expectation of rate increases 

in the near term.   

Having built in this very same set of expectations, mortgage rates have climbed from 

5.8% to 6.1% in the last month.  This change will reduce mortgage originations, primarily 

through a drop in refinancing.  In spite of this increase in rates, rising family incomes and 

improved employment conditions will lead to housing starts coming in at a healthy 1.85 million 

units and home sales close to 7.3 million units for the year.  Refinance share, however, will be a 

casualty.  The last three years have seen the refi-share of originations come in at well above 

50%.  For the first time in quite a while, refi-share is expected to come in below that threshold, at 

about 40% for 2004.  For now, it looks like “Bye Bye Refi.”  
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• Recent indicators for economic growth imply that while growth will be strong in 2004, it won’t be quite as 
strong as we originally thought due to drag from rising oil prices and smaller than expected IRS refunds.  
We are now predicting real GDP growth at 4.5% in the second quarter and 4.3% for the year.  

• Inflationary pressures aside from rising energy costs are starting to show as the economy gains traction – the 
0.4% jump in March in the consumer price index (CPI) core rate of inflation (excludes fuel and food costs) 
was the largest increase in two years. As a result we bumped our forecast for inflation as measured by the 
CPI to 2.1% in the second quarter and for the year overall. 

• On the jobs front we now have two spectacular months with huge employment gains.  In March and April, 
combined, the U.S. economy added 625,000 jobs and the unemployment rate fell back to 5.6% in April.  We 
expect this positive trend to continue, although at a slightly slower rate of jobs creation than in the past two 
months – by year’s end the unemployment rate is expected to be near 5.4%. 

• Interest rates, fueled by inflationary worries and the belief that the Fed will act sooner rather than later due 
to the steady stream of good economic news, have risen sharply in recent weeks.  Since our last outlook 
release (April 6) yields on the 10-year Treasury have risen 60 basis points, and mortgage rates for 30-year, 
fixed rate mortgages have risen 34 basis points.  Interest rates will remain highly volatile for some time, but 
the trend is expected to be a gradual rise to an average of 6.3% for conventional, conforming, 30-year, fixed 
mortgage rates by the fourth quarter and an average over all of 2004 of 6.1%. 

• Housing starts hit a 25-year peak of 1.85 million units in 2003 and should be about the same in 2004.  
However, annualized starts in the first quarter of this year exceeded last year’s total.  Low interest rates 
along with economic growth could boost 2004 home construction beyond 2003 levels. 

• Like housing starts, and for the same reasons, total home sales will be very brisk this year. We forecast total 
home sales to come in at 7.29 million units in 2004, nearly 1.5% higher than 2003 sales. 

• Housing demand remains strong while inventories of homes for sale are thin – this adds up to strong house 
price growth, especially in the land constrained coastal states.  Higher mortgage rates could eventually slow 
housing demand, but not while rates remain near 6 to 6.5%.  We expect house price growth, as measured by 
the Conventional Mortgage Home Price Index, to be 6.3% for the year.   

• The recent rise in mortgage interest rates has curtailed our estimate of the refinance share of new mortgage 
applications, and by extension, originations.  The refi share of applications is expected to drop to just 42% in 
the second quarter, down from 59% in the first quarter, and to continue falling as rates gradually rise.  
Mortgage originations should total nearly $2.4 trillion in 2004, about 46% below 2003’s record volume and 
13% below 2002 volume; however, purchase-money origination volumes should set a new record. 

• All indicators point to a relatively steep yield curve for the remainder of 2004.  That will provide consumers 
with attractive financing opportunities provided by many of the hybrid ARM products available.  We 
forecast the ARM share to remain high at an average 31% in 2004 and again in 2005. 

•  A decrease in cash-out refinance activity and slower expected house-price appreciation may bring mortgage 
debt outstanding (MDO) growth under 10% for the first time since 2000.  MDO is expected to expand at 
9.8% in 2004 and 8.7% in 2005.   
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