
 

Market Minute: March 23, 2020 

Housing/Real Estate Market 
California’s real estate market was off to great start before COVID-19 
outbreak: Declining interest rates boosted homes sales and price in 
February as existing single-family home sales totaled 421,670 on a 
seasonally adjusted annualized rate—up 5.9% from a year ago. Median 
home price surged 8.9% during the same time period. These readings 
were taken before Coronavirus started to intensify. 

Existing-home sales jumped 6.5% in February: Sales of previously-owned 
homes reached an annual pace of 5.77 million – the strongest sales figure 
for the month of February in 13 years. The median existing-home price also grew 8.0% prior to COVID-19 outbreak 
in the U.S. 

Home-builder confidence dips in March: Despite being relatively upbeat in early March, builders seem less 
confident about home sales in the coming months. The National Association of Home Builders’ monthly confidence 
index dropped two points to 72 in March.  

New-home construction slipped in February: Builders started construction on new homes in the U.S. at a pace of 
1.6 million which was a 1.5% decrease from January’s upwardly revised 1.62 million. 

Macro Economy 
U.S. retail sales drop 0.5% in February: Sales at U.S. retailers weaken and in fact had the biggest drop in a year. 
Aside from internet stores, retail sales are likely to continue falling as the country asks Americans to stay home.  

Industrial production showed strength in February: U.S. industrial output rose 0.6% after a revised 0.5% drop the 
prior month. However, just as manufacturers were hoping for a rebound after a tough 2019, the coronavirus 
outbreak has now disrupted the economy and early March data shows recessionary conditions. 

U.S. Job openings surge in January: Job openings reached 7 million again in the first month of 2020 after surging 
by 400,000 but that might end up being the high-water mark of the longest expansion in American history. As 
companies across the country shut down or limit hours to contain the spread of coronavirus, job openings are 
expected to decline and perhaps be on a downward trend for a short while.  

Weekly jobless claims rose by 70,000: The number of Americans who applied for unemployment benefits jumped 
to 281,000, the highest in two and a half years. Jobless claims are expected to increase even more as economy shuts 
down producing bigger wave of layoffs.  

Real Estate Finance 
Mortgage rates rose: The 30-year fixed-rate mortgage (FRM) increased to 3.65% from 3.36% the week prior and 
yet remains lower than the average of 4.28% recorded a year ago. The FRM increased as lenders struggle to manage 
refinance applications which skyrocketed as mortgage interest rates hit an all-time low level 2 weeks ago. 

Mortgage applications decreased: Mortgage applications decreased 8.4% from a week earlier on a seasonally 
adjusted basis and the refinance index decreased 10% from the previous week but was 402% higher than the same 
week a year ago. New purchase index decreased 1% from the week prior on a seasonally adjusted basis but was 
11% higher than the same week of last year. 

Upcoming Data Releases 

• New Home Sales – 3/24 

• Durable Goods Orders – 3/25 

• GDP Q4 – 3/26 

• Weekly Jobless Claims – 3/26 

• Consumer Spending – 3/27 

https://www.car.org/en/aboutus/mediacenter/newsreleases/2020releases/february2020sales
https://www.nar.realtor/newsroom/existing-home-sales-jump-6-5-in-february?mod=article_inline
https://www.nahb.org/News-and-Economics/Housing-Economics/Indices/Housing-Market-Index?mod=article_inline
https://www.census.gov/construction/nrc/pdf/newresconst.pdf?mod=article_inline
https://www.census.gov/retail/marts/www/marts_current.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/releases/g17/Current/g17.pdf?mod=article_inline
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/jolts.htm
https://www.dol.gov/ui/data.pdf?mod=article_inline
https://freddiemac.gcs-web.com/news-releases/news-release-details/mortgage-rates-rise-1
https://www.mba.org/2020-press-releases/march/mortgage-applications-decrease-in-latest-mba-weekly-survey

