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Nonfarm payrolls shrank sharply.  Payrolls at nonfarm
establishments declined by 308,000 in February.  Market analysts
had been expecting a small rise in payroll employment. The job
losses were widespread.  Service-producing establishments lost
204,000 jobs, the largest monthly decline since October 2001.
Factories shed jobs for the 31st consecutive month, while
construction payrolls shrank by 48,000 jobs.

Unemployment inched up last month.  The civilian
unemployment rate rose 0.1 percentage point to 5.8 percent in
February, its average level for all of 2002.  Of the 8.5 million
unemployed workers, more than 22 percent had been jobless
for at least 27 weeks--the highest reading for that measure of
long-term unemployment in more than a decade.

The average workweek declined last month.  The average
workweek for production or nonsupervisory workers on private
nonfarm payrolls slipped to 34.1 hours in February.  The average
workweek remained below its level when the recession began
in March 2001.  February’s decline, coupled with the decline in
payrolls, caused total weekly hours worked (an important
monthly indicator of overall economic activity) to drop to the
lowest level in four years.

Fed may lower rates, amid signs of weakness.  New claims
for unemployment insurance have risen for 3 weeks.  Unit vehicle
sales declined again in February, and both General Motors and
Ford have announced their intention to cut production in the
second quarter.  Moreover, surveys of purchasing managers have
indicated that January’s solid rise in durable goods orders may
not have been repeated in February.  Currently, the prices of
futures contracts for federal funds indicate that markets perceive
an increased likelihood of the Fed lowering short-term rates to
1 percent, either at its meeting next week or at its next scheduled
meeting in May.
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 Notes: Except where otherwise noted, values in the table represent percentage growth measured at seasonally adjusted annual rates.  Growth
in retail sales includes food services.  Core CPI-U inflation is the percentage change in the CPI-U excluding food and energy as reported by
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* Subject to revision this week.
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• U.S International Transactions: Fourth Quarter 2002 [Release: Wednesday, March 12]
• Advance Monthly Sales for Retail Trade and Food Services [Release: Thursday, March 13]
• Industrial Production and Capacity Utilization  [Release: Friday, March 14]
• Federal Open Market Committee Meeting  [Release: Tuesday, March 18]


