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MARTIN CRUTSINGER,AP Economics Writer
WASHINGTON (AP) — A pickup in consumer spending and steady home sales helped
lift economic growth from October through early November in most parts of the
United States, according to a Federal Reserve survey released Wednesday. The one
exception was the Northeast, which was slowed by Superstorm Sandy.
Growth improved in nine of the Fed's 12 regional banking districts, the survey said.
Growth was weaker in New York, Philadelphia and Boston — areas where Sandy
caused widespread disruptions.
The survey noted that growth was better despite nervousness about the "fiscal
cliff." That's the name for automatic tax increases and spending cuts that could kick
in next year if Congress and the Obama administration can't reach a budget deal
before then.
Hiring increased in more than half of the districts. But manufacturing shrank or
slowed in seven regions and was mixed in two others.
"The weakening in the tone of the Beige Book is clearly linked to the massive
disruptions and damage related to Hurricane Sandy and there is no evidence of a
wider slowdown in the economy," said Terry Sheehan, an analyst at Stone &
McCarthy Research Associates.
Sal Guatieri, senior economist at BMO Capital Markets, said the message from the
survey was "the economy looks to have improved slightly in the current quarter, led
by housing and consumers though businesses remain worried about the outlook."
The report, called the Beige Book, provides anecdotal information on economic
conditions around the country from October through Nov. 14. The information
collected by the regional banks will be used as the basis for the Fed's policy
discussion at the Dec. 11-12 meeting.
Many economists believe the Fed could announce plans to buy more Treasury
bonds at that meeting to replace a program set to expire at the end of the year. The
goal of the program is to lower long-term interest rates and encourage more
borrowing and spending.
The purchases would come on top of the Fed's mortgage bond buying program,
which is intended to lower mortgage rates and make home-buying more affordable.
Recent government and private reports show the economy improved in October and
early November, even as Sandy halted business activity along the East Coast.
Employers added 171,000 jobs last month and hiring in September and August was
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stronger than previously thought.
Rising home values, more hiring and lower gas prices pushed consumer confidence
in November to the highest level in nearly five years. A better mood among
consumers appears to have encouraged businesses to invest more in October after
pulling back over the summer. And it could point to a stronger holiday shopping
season.
There are already signs that consumer optimism is leading to more spending. A
record number of Americans visited stores and shopping websites over the four-day
Thanksgiving weekend, according to a survey by the National Retail Federation.
Still, if lawmakers and the Obama administration fail to reach a budget deal soon,
the threat of tax increases could make consumers more cautious in the final weeks
of the year.
Many economists say worries about the fiscal cliff could be among a number of
factors that keep growth in the October-December quarter below an annual rate of
2 percent. That's too slow to make much of a dent in unemployment and could
prompt the Fed to take further action at its next meeting.
The Beige Book said that price increases remained modest. The Fed said the prices
of some construction materials were rising at a faster pace in Cleveland, Chicago,
Minneapolis, Kansas City and San Francisco regions. Chicago Fed officials noted that
food prices had eased in that region except for the price of meat.
Wage growth remained modest, constrained by the high numbers of people looking
for work. But there were exceptions due to shortages of qualified workers. North
Dakota reported rising wages for oil drilling workers. In Kansas City, wages were
picking up for specialized workers in transportation, high-tech industries and
energy. San Francisco saw stronger wage growth for truck drivers and health care
workers.
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