Fourth Quarter 1999

As South Jersey businesses began the
new year, economic growth was continuing at a healthy pace. Firms surveyed at
the beginning of the year indicated that
general business activity had improved at
their companies in the fourth quarter of
1999. They also gave optimistic forecasts
for the first half of this year.
Most Indicators Show Improvement, But
Input Price Pressures Become Evident
Most of the surveys indicators of economic performance showed improvement
in the fourth quarter of 1999. The general
activity index for individual companies
increased from a reading of 16.7 in the
third quarter to 21.4 in the fourth quarter
(see Chart). Nearly 36 percent of the firms
polled indicated higher levels of general
business activity; 14 percent reported
lower levels. Similarly, 34 percent of firms
reported increases in sales during the
quarter, and 14 percent reported decreases. Moreover, the current sales (shipments) index increased from 7.8 in the
third quarter to 20.0 in the fourth quarter.
In addition to reported improvements at their own companies during the
fourth quarter, the firms in the survey
perceived improvements in the national,
state, and regional economies. For example, the index of general activity for the
region increased from 2.2 in the third
quarter to 14.3 in the fourth quarter.
Increases in business resulted in the
hiring of additional workers at 21 percent
of the firms polled in the fourth quarter;
13 percent reported declines in employment. The current employment index
continued to suggest increasing employ-

ment in the region, although the index
fell from a reading of 16.7 in the third
quarter to 8.5 in the fourth quarter. Nearly
23 percent of the firms reported increases
in weekly hours, and only 9 percent reported decreases.
Responses regarding the prices paid
for nonenergy raw materials showed some
increases in the fourth quarter. Nearly 33
percent of the firms reported a rise in such
input prices; 26 percent reported a rise in
the previous quarter. Moreover, the current prices paid index increased for the
second consecutive quarter, increasing
from 25.6 in the third quarter to 31.5.
Despite input price pressures, less than 20
percent of firms surveyed reported a rise

in the prices of their own final goods. The
current prices received index, nevertheless, increased from -2.2 in the third quarter to 7.2 in the fourth quarter.
Six-Month Forecasts Remain Optimistic
Most indicators measuring firms
expectations over the next six months remained near their levels in the previous
survey. The index of future activity at
reporting firms own companies fell modestly from 27.8 to 25.7 (see Chart). On
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balance, firms remain optimistic about
the prospects of their companies through
the first half of 2000. Nearly 39 percent of
the firms expect increases in general business activity; 13 percent expect decreases.
Nearly 43 percent of the firms expect increases in sales through the first six months
of the year.
Economic expansion is expected to
result in an increase in the number of
workers at 27 percent of the firms surveyed; only 4 percent expect a decrease.
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Wages are expected to rise at nearly 59
percent of the firms, and 51 percent of
firms expect increases in the cost of benefits. Investment in equipment is forecast
to rise at 40 percent of the firms, although
only about 20 percent forecast additional
spending for new space or renovations of
existing space.
Summary
Results from the South Jersey Business
Survey indicated a healthy pace of eco-

nomic growth in the fourth quarter. Firms
perceived improvements in the economies of the nation, state, and region at the
end of 1999. Input price increases are
reported on the rise by nearly one-third of
those surveyed. But upward price pressures on final goods are less evident. Over
20 percent of firms reported increases in
employment in the fourth quarter, and 27
percent expect increases over the first six
months of this year.

