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The picture of the District economy for the first quarter 
of this year is one of mixed trends. It not only portrays the 
effects of the general business revival and long-term growth 
but also shows the existence of problem areas. Neverthe
less, the first quarter of 1955 was probably the highest 
quarter on record for the Sixth Federal Reserve District. 
Seasonally adjusted income payments in District states 
stood an estimated 3 percent higher than in the fourth 
quarter of last year and about 2 percent higher than in any 
previous three-month period.

Effects of the Cyclical Revival
While the Sixth District is frequently less adversely af
fected than the remainder of the country by recessions 
in business activity, it is also likely to be less affected 
by cyclical revivals. This apparently explains the some
what lower rate of improvement during the first quarter 
in the District than in the nation in regard to industrial 
production and employment. Actually, industrial employ
ment in February in the District was one percent less
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than in November, partly because of the District’s lower- 
than-national rate of increase in primary metals and auto

mobile production and partly as a result of the lesser 
weight of these improving businesses in the industrial 
structure of the District. Steel operations in Birmingham, 
for example, were at 90.5 percent of capacity in early 
April, compared with 95 percent in the United States, 
where a greater proportion of the output is used by the 
automobile industry.

Another side of the situation is, of course, that the 
present boom has not yet spread to the soft goods lines, 
which are such a large part of total District production. 
Textile employment is still substantially below the level 
of 1953, when the recession began. Whether the improve
ment in business conditions will carry over into soft goods 
production, of course, remains to be seen.

Complementing the picture of moderate rise in em
ployment was a decline in unemployment during the first 
quarter. Unemployment insurance claims declined from 
December, whereas the number of jobless usually rises 
slightly with the curtailment of some seasonal activities in 
the spring. With the elimination of some overtime pay, 
however, February payrolls at District factories were 
slightly below December, although 5 percent above April
1954—the recession low point.

Higher incomes were partly responsible for an increase 
in purchases of automobiles, furniture, and other con
sumer durable goods. New car sales particularly were 
above year-ago figures. Department store hard goods were 
up 19 percent in January and February from a year 
earlier and furniture store sales were 14 percent higher.

Besides higher incomes, two other factors influenced 
consumer durable buying in the District— a change in 
the saving-spending ratio and an increased use of credit. 
Judging from their smaller-than-usual net additions to 
savings and loan shares and time deposits, District con
sumers were spending more and saving less of their 
incomes during the first quarter. In comparison with first 
and fourth quarter figures for 1954, the volume of con
sumer credit expanded during the first quarter of 1955 
in the District.

Reflecting in part the cyclical revival of trade activity 
was the increase in bank lending to trade concerns and 
sales finance companies, which added about 12 million 
dollars to classified loans at a sample of major District 
member banks during the first three months of 1955 in 
contrast to a 12-million-dollar decline during the same 
period of 1954. Sizable extensions of loans were made 
to textile and apparel firms. In part, the loan expansion 
was made possible by bank resales of Commodity Credit 
Corporation certificates on warehoused commodities to the 
CCC.
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Building of homes and industrial plants during the first 
quarter continued at the high rate reached in the fall of
1954. Home building is now 38 percent over a year ago 
and at present rates, about 123,594 homes will be con
structed in the six states during 1955, in comparison with
1,400,000 in the nation. Indicative of the apparent high 
demand for homes in 1955 is the recent revelation that 
about one out of every ten families in the country plans 
to purchase a home this year.

Industrial building too was maintained at levels about 
equal to the fourth quarter of 1954. Announced expan
sions and additions during the first quarter of 1955 
aggregated close to 70 million dollars. Notable announce
ments in the first quarter were a newsprint mill in Mobile, 
an ammonia plant in Natchez, and the expansion of a 
steel production facility in Atlanta.

Perhaps indicative of the continued growth of District 
building was the substantial increase in real-estate loans 
made by commercial banks during the first quarter. Al
though some loans undoubtedly represented temporary 
warehousing agreements with insurance companies, addi
tions to permanent portfolios were probably sizable. As a 
result of the extensive construction activity, income from 
construction fell less than seasonally during the first few 
months of 1955. Continued large volume of contract 
awards, plant announcements, and municipal bond flota
tions suggests that construction expenditures will continue 
at high levels in the near future.

Some Difficulties Not Relieved
The District’s number one problem continued to be agri
culture, and the improving tide of general business failed 
to bring relief to many of the area’s one million farmers. 
Cash farm income in the first quarter fell about 10 per
cent below the first quarter of 1954 as a result of 5 per
cent less revenue from sale of livestock products and a 
15-percent decline in crop receipts. Lower prices ac
counted for much of the drop in livestock receipts, but 
crop returns fell largely because the price situation in 
the fall had encouraged a greater proportion of crops to 
be sold then and less to be held until after the year’s end.

Weather conditions as well as market conditions affected 
District agriculture during the first quarter. The drought 
continued in South Central Georgia and South Alabama, 
and frost damage to fruit and crops in late March was 
severe. Effects of these adversities will be seen somewhat 
later, when a 25-percent cut in the rice quota, a 17-percent 
reduction in cotton acreage, and a 5- to 25-percent cut in 
tobacco acreage will also be felt, All indications are that 
farm debt will rise substantially as a result of District 
farmers’ reduced circumstances and their need for as
sistance in the planting season. Also reflecting the de
terioration in farmers’ liquidity position was a drop in 
deposits at some smaller District banks in rural areas.

G r o w t h  F a c t o r s  A i d  D i s t r i c t  E c o n o m y Another depressed District industry closely allied to 
agriculture is lumber production, which hardly felt any 
effect of the increase in general business or the high level 
of construction activity. True, a one-percent rise in em
ployment in lumber industries between December and 
February occurred, but the production rate was relatively 
low during most of 1954 and has shown little improve
ment recently. As the first quarter ended, however, pro
duction, shipments, and orders were greater than a year 
ago, and stocks were considerably below last year’s.

Finally, employment in shipbuilding industries in the 
District has been reduced substantially following the com
pletion of contracts. A few contracts for pleasure craft 
and oil barges have been let in recent months, but there 
have been sizable layoffs at many District yards. Shipyard 
employment is of such size that decreases there have offset 
increases in automobile assembly plants, with the result 
that total employment in the transportation equipment 
industry was reduced from year-ago levels.

If the first quarter levels are maintained, 1955 will top 
all previous years in the Sixth Federal Reserve District. 
Close examination, however, suggests that it is also likely 
to be a year of transition for many sectors of the District 
economy. In particular, the “iffy” nature of the economic 
outlook is reason for caution in predicting too bright 
a future. “If” the revival broadens, “if” high volume of 
construction continues, and “if” agriculture is able to 
stage a comeback, then the District will be out of the 
economic woods. Whether or not these “if’s” are realized 
will be the interesting thing to observe in the remainder 
of the year.

Thomas R. Atkinson

B a n k  A n n o u n c e m e n t s

On April 1, the State Bank of Jacksonville, Jacksonville, 
Florida, a newly organized nonmember bank, opened 
for business and began to remit at par for checks drawn 
on it when received from the Federal Reserve Bank. 
Officers include D. R. Buttrey, President; J. B. Lump
kins, Vice President; J. N. Fanning, Jr., Assistant Vice 
President; and W. H. Shorts, Cashier. Capital stock of 
the bank amounts to $500,000 and surplus and un
divided profits to $250,000.

The newly organized Wilton Manors National Bank, 
Wilton Manors (Fort Lauderdale P. O.), Florida, opened 
for business on April 29 as a member of the Federal 
Reserve System. Officers include Dave Turner, Presi
dent; C. D. Dyal, Jr., Executive Vice President; Charles 
C. Burton, Jr., Cashier; and Dwight L. Rogers, Jr., 
Assistant Cashier. Capital stock amounts to $300,000 
and surplus and undivided profits to $200,000.
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