CONDUCT OF MONETARY POLICY

Report of the Federal Reserve Board pursuant to the
FoH-Fwployment and Balanced Growth Act of 1978
P.L.95-523
‘@ld The State of the Economy

[ . B, o

HEARING

BEFORE THE

COMMITTEE ON BANKING AND
FINANCIAL SERVICES

U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

ONE HUNDRED SIXTH CONGRESS
FIRST SESSION

FEBRUARY 24, 1959

Printed for the use of the Committee on Banking and Financial Services

Serial No. 1064

2K

U.8., GOVERNMENT PRINTING OFFICE
WASHINGTON : 1999

For sale by the U.S, Govemment Printing Office
Superintendent of Documents, Congressional Sales Office, Washington, DC 20402
ISBN 0-16-058419-1

Digitized for FRASER
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis



Digitized for FRASER

http://fraser.stlouisfed.

HOUSE COMMITTEE ON BANKING AND FINANCIAL SERVICES

JAMES A. LEACH, Iowa, Chairman
BILL McCOLLUM, Florida, Vice Chairman

MARGE ROUKEMA, New Jersey
DOVG K, BEREUTER, Nebraska
RICHARD H. BAKER, Louisiana
RICK LAZIQ, New York
SPENCER BACHUS 111, Alabama
MICHAEL N. CASTLE, Delaware
FETER T. KING, New York
TOM CAMPBELL, California
EDWARD R. ROYCE, California
FRANK D. LUCAS, Oklahoma
JACK METCALF, Washington
ROBERT W. NEY, Ohio

BOB BARR, Georgia

SUE W. KELLY, New York

RON PAUL, Texas

DAVE WELDON, Florida

JIM RYUN, Kansas

MERRILL COOQK, Utah

BOB RILEY, Alabama

RICK HILL, Montana

STEVEN C. LATOURETTE, Ohio
DONALD A. MANZULLQ, Illinois
WALTER B. JONES Jr., North Carolina
PAUL RYAN, Wisconsin

DOUG OSE, California

JOHN E. SWEENEY, New York
JUDY BIGGERT, lllinois

LEE TERRY, Nebragka

MARK GREEN, Wisconsin
PATRICK J. TOOMEY, Pennsylvania

org/

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

JOHN J. LAFALCE, New York
BRUCE F. VENTO, Minnesota
BARNEY FRANK, Massachusetts
PAUL E. KANJORSKI, Pennsylvania
MAXINE WATERS, California
CAROLYN B. MALONEY, Ney York .
LUIS V. GUT]ERREEM

NYDIA M. VELAZQUEZ, New Yorx
MELVIN L. WATT, North Carolina
GARY L. ACKERMAN, New York
KEN BENTSEN, Texas

JAMES H. MALONEY, Connecticut
DARLENE HOOLEY, Oregon

JULIA M. CARSON, Indiana
ROBERT A. WEYGAND, Rhode Island
BRAD SHERMAN, California

MAX SANDLIN, Texas

GREGORY W. MEEKS, New York
BARBARA LEE, California

VIRGIL H. GOODE Jg., Virginia
FRANK R. MASCARA, Pennsylvania
JAY INSLEE, Washington

JANICE D. SCHAKOWSKY, Illin¢is
DENNIS MOQRE, Kansas
CHARLES A. GONZALEZ, Texas
STEPHANIE TUBBS JONES, Ohio
MICHAEL E. CAPUANO, Massachusetts

BERNARD SANDERS, Vermont

(I



CONTENTS

Page
Hearing held on:
February 24, 1999 ..........oriiiiiirermre et sinssn it srasss e ernae s b ass s naesre et stnseesnes 1
Appendix;
February 24, 1999 ... rsesssssessnssessnessnnanss %8
WITNESS
WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 24, 1999
Greenspan, Hon. Alan, Chairman, Board of Governors, Federal Reserve
41723« A PO O [
APPENDIX
Prepared statements:
Leach, Hom James A, ... csrer e vtases st s rensne st e srereneeesbeen 44
Barr, Hon. Bob .............. . 486
Mascara, Hon, Frank R. ... .. 48
Greenspan, Hom, ALAD ...ttt renee s seeenee sy s 50
ADDITIONAL MATERIAL SUBMITTED FOR THE RECORD
Greenspan, Hon, Alan:
Monetary Policy Report to the Congress Pursuant to the Full Employ-
ment and Balanced Growth Act of 1978, dated February 23, 1999 ... 81
Written response to questions from Hon. James A, Leach ... 69
Written response to questions from Hon. Barbara Lee ......... w17
Written response to questions from Hon. Doug Ose ... 80

(111}

Digitized for FRASER
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis



CONDUCT OF MONETARY POLICY

WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 24, 1999

1J.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
COMMITTEE ON BANKING AND FINANCIAL SERVICES,
Washington, DC.

The committee met, pursuant to call, at 10:05 am., in rcom
2128, Rayburn House Office Building, Hon. James A. Leach,
[chairman of the committee], presiding.

Present: Chairman Leach; Representatives McCollum, Roukema,
Bachus, Castle, Campbell, Royce, Manzullo, Ryan, Ose, Sweeney,
Biggert, Terry, Toomey, LaFalce, Vento, Frank, Waters, C.
Maloney of New York, Watt, Bentsen, J. Maloney of Connecticut,
Lee, Goode, Mascara, Inslee, Jones, Capuano and ders.

Chairman LEACH. The hearing will come to order.

The committee meets today to receive the Semiannual Report of
the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System on the Con-
duct of Monetary Policy and the State of the Economy as mandated
in the Full Employment and Balanced Growth Act of 1978,

Chairman Greenspan, we welcome you back to the committee. It
has long been my view that no committee has a greater oversight
obligation than this committee, with its jurisdiction over the Fed-
eral Reserve Board and its conduct of monetary policy.

In order that all Members may have an opportunity to examine
the Chairman, it is the intent of the Chair to allocate opening
statements to the Chairman and Ranking Member of the full com-
mittee, as well as the full Subcommittee on Domestic and Inter-
national Monetary Policy. All other opening statements will be in-
cluded for the record.

In this regard, it has come to my attention that the semiannual
report on the conduct of monetary policy and the state of the econ-
omy is one of many such reports scheduled to terminate at the end
of the year under a 1995 statute. I would like to assure Members
of the committee that we are working closely with House leader-
ship to rectify this issue on a timely basis. But whether or not
there continues to be a legislative mandate for regular congres-
sional review of the Fed’s conduct of monetary policy, it would be
the committee’s intent to require the Chairman to report regularly
on the state of economy and the Federal Reserve policies to sustain
economic growth and promote the fullest credible employment of
the American work force.

The combination of a more disciplined fiscal policy promulgated
by Congress and prudential stewardship of monetary policy by the
Federal Reserve has produced the longest peacetime expansion in
modern U.S. history. The facts speak for themselves. The unem-
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ployment rate is at a 29-year low, inflation is at a 33-year low, in-
flationary pressures appear subdued, and the Federal budget sur-
plus is growing,

In this reinforcing cycle, low inflation and low real interest rates
have produced real wage increases for the American people. It is
a circumstance which has remarkably caused the ability of this
Congress to deal with issues like Social Security to become much
more manageable.

In this context, let me just stress that as Chairman of the com-
mittee of oversight over monetary policy, I take as the highest obli-
gation the necessity of maintaining the independence of the Fed-
eral Reserve System, which I consider to be the 20th Century’s
most innovative institutional addition to the science of governiment
at the national level.

Let me just request unanimous consent to put a fuller statement
in the record and also ask unanimous consent for other Members
to rer\éise and extend their remarks and put fuller statements in the
record.

[The prepared statement of Hon. James A. Leach can be found
on page 44 in the appendix.]

Mr. LaFalce.

Mr. LAFALCE. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman Greenspan, we are delighted to have you with us
again today. When you have a job description, I am sure the very
first few words will say, “Testify before Congress with some fre-
quency.” Then you will put a smiley face, because that is clearly
the most pleasurable aspect of your job, I am sure. We surely will
work together with the Chairman in order to ensure that the law
says that you must perform this joyous task with great frequency.

Mr. Chairman, as you often noted, the United States economy is
doing quite, quite well; and Chairman Leach ticked off some of the
indicators which reveal that. Surely this is due in considerable part
to a reduction in the Federal deficit; surely it is due in considerable
part to the fact that the Federal Reserve and the Treasury Depart-
ment have effectively managed exposure of the United States econ-
omy to the financial and economic crises and difficulties going on
internationally.

Riiht now I am most concerned about the international economy
and how monetary policy can and will be used to balance domestic
and international priorities. Qur economy might yet be affected by
the past, present, and future international problems, and problems
abroad are adversely affecting certain sectors of our domestic econ-
omy which averages often mask.

In addition, foreign capital flows to the United States have fi-
nanced our current account deficit without allowing the problems
normally associated with such a deficit. I am concerned about what
the prospects are for a possible drying up of those capital flows,
what could cause it, if there is anything on the horizon that might
do that, and what would the consequences be, and what responses
would be available to us, either through fiscal or monetary policy.

Moreover, clearly the problems of a global economy are not over.
East Asia is not recovering as quickly as we would like. Japan re-
mains reluctant to adopt adequate policies to bring itself both out
of recession and to resolve its bad bank debt problem. The situation
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in Latin America is murky. The European monetary union is brand
new. And according to some information I saw recently, even Ger-
many suffered a negative real growth in GDP in the last quarter.

There are some other issues of concern I hope we can address
this morning. I believe it is your position that the economy may
have grown too fast in the last quarter and that it could signal po-
tential inflation. Some individuals are concerned that the Fed
might, in contemplation of this, be considering increasing interest
rates in the future, and yet this obviously would have its downside,
too, especially because of the huge amount of consumer debt.

Others believe the Federal Reserve is going to rely on the bond
market to raise rates. I am interested in your thoughts on that,
v&;lhat are the prospects for that, and what your attitude toward
that is.

I am also concerned about what the role of the Fed and the
Treasury is in foreign exchange markets. The position is that there
is no intervention, and that our trading partners are not manipu-
lating exchange rates to enhance their trading position with us. Yet
our domestic interest rates relative to interest rates abroad clearly
affect international trade and capital flows, and I am interested in
your comments on that.

Most especially we have almost as much trade with Canada and
Mexico, our two border countries, as we do the rest of the world.
They are now our top two countries, and we have seen a real de-
valuation in the currencies of both of those countries. Both are ei-
ther at or near their historic lows.

This has significance for the totality of our domestic economy,
but it has special significance for border communities on the north,
from the State of Washington up through New York to Maine. And
of course on the entirety of our southern border there has been
greater devaluation and volatility with the peso by far than with
the looney.

I am very interested in what the prospects might be for future
stability in that currency relationship and what the importance of
that might be, too.

These are just some of the myriad of questions that I am hoping
you will be able to address as you proceed this morning. Thank you
very much.

Chairman LEACH. Thank you, John.

Mr. Bachus.

Mr. BACHUS. Welcome, Chairman Greenspan.

Most Americans realize that the economy is doing quite well. I
don’t think you can turn on the TV set, listen to the radio, without
realizing that we have an exceptional economy. But as good as it
is, I am not sure that most Americans or that most of us even real-
ize how exceptional it is in certain respects.

When you look at the record, at the hard numbers, it becomes
apparent that the United States is enjoying a period of almost un-
paralleled economic prosperity. Some Wall Street pundits have de-
scribed this as a “Goldilocks” economy, and that invites skepticism
when you use euphoric terms like that. I am sure it sort of bothers
you. It is somewhat troubling. But I would say that if there ever
has been a Goldilocks economy, it is now. It is difficult to really
know why it is so good.
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The porridge in the “Goldilocks” fable was neither—it was not
too hot and it was not too cold. I think that is what the economists
refer to when they refer to a “Goldilocks” economy. But in fact, this
economy—I think what they mean is it is hot where it should be
hoti'.;h and it is cold where it should be cold. I think they are referring
to that.

What I mean by that is, as you know, we throw these figures
around, but they are really astounding, and that our gross domestic
product grew last year at slightly over 4 percent. In the last quar-
ter of last year it grew at about 6 percent. Yet we had an inflation
rate of about 1.5 percent last year, which is an astounding com-
bination. Economists tell us that that just cannot go on.

The other thing I think is exceptional about this economy is how
it has reached down to the workers that are most vulnerable. I no-
ticed that Senator Sarbanes—I had read an article in the New York
Times where it said that the current economic expansion has been
a terrific boon to workers, especially those at the bottom of the pay
ladder who have had the most trouble getting and keeping jobs, es-
pecially good ones. I had that in my remarks, and ther I noticed
that he complimented you for it.

But I want to again compliment you and for your leadership in
being a part of creating such an economy.

I would just end by saying that last year we created 2.8 million
jobs, 2.8 million jobs in the economy. January figures are in, and
the economy created 245,000 additional jobs in January, so this is
an exceptional story.

I will eonclude by saying this, that when it can’t get any better——
that is what people keep saying, unfortunately, it can't get any bet-
ter. I think the stock market is pricing in a Nirvana ad infinitum.
They are pricing in that it is going to get better, it is great, it is
going to keep getting better. I know you are concerned ahout this,
but I am not sure what you can do when things are working very
well, I am not sure what you can do.

I know there are cold spots. I know our farmers are suffering. 1
know low commodity prices are causing the domestic oil industry
concern. Qur exporters, because of the appreciating dollar, are
being hurt. But, all in all, I think it has been a very good year. I
think your policies at the Federal Reserve have been outstanding,
and I compliment you.

Thank you.

Chairman LEacH. Thank you.

I see Ms. Waters is not with us. Please proceed, Mr. Greenspan.

Mr. SANDERS. Point of parliamentary privilege, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman LEACH. Yes, of course.

Mr. SANDERS. I apologize for having come a little bit late, but I
thought it was the custom that each Member have a chance to
make an opening statement. I think that is a pretty good precedent
we should maintain.

Chairman LeacH. First, it is a sometime custom in the commit-
tee. Second, opening statements under the rules of the House are
the prerogative of the Chair.

One of our problems, and I respectfully appreciate what the gen-
tleman is saying, but we have a 60-Member committee, and under
the five-minute rule, with the math on that—and we have a Chair-
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man—when we double that, which is the implications of opening
statements, we have real difficulty.

Mr. SANDERS. I agree with that, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman LEACH. In any event, what I have tried to do, among
other things, is shorten the opening statements to three minutes
and parse it out.

I would say, by the way, that because we have had two on our
side and one on your side, if the Ranking Member would like to
allow a second speaker on his side this morning, I would be very
amenable to that.

Mr. LAFALCE. I would certainly request that, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman LEACH. It is up to your discretion to designate who.

Mr. LAFALCE. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman LEACH. The gentleman had an inquiry.

Mr. SANDERS. Your point about five minutes for 60 Members is
exactly right, but there is no rule it has to be five minutes apiece.
You could limit it to a minute or two.

This is an important discussion. Mr. Greenspan is not here every
day. I would respectfully request a minute or two minutes, and
there may not be a whole lot of folks who would like to talk, but
I think that is a good practice.

John,

Mr. LAFALCcE. May I ask which Members of the Democratic side
would like to speak for a brief period of time? Would you
please——

Mrs. JONES. I give my time to my colleague. I would encourage
you to give any time you are going to give to me to Mr. Sanders.

Mr. SANDERS. Thank you.

Mr. LAFALCE. How much time do we have allotted, two or three
minutes?

Chairman LEACH. What the Chairman had designated in ad-
vance was four Members would be allowed to speak for three min-
utes each, and if you would like to allow Mr. Sanders to speak for
three minutes, I am quite amenable.

Mr. LAFALCE. I give Mr. Sanders three minutes, yes.

Mr. SANDERS. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman,

I would just like to say this. In recent times, Mr. Bachus and I,
we find ourselves usually in agreement, but 1 would suggest we
have a disagreement this time.

There is no argument that in recent years the economy has in
fact been very good, but we should not overdo it in terms of what
is going on for the average working person in this country.

The good news is that for the last couple of years, for the first
time in decades, we have seen wages go up for lower-income work-
ers and middle-income workers, for the first time. But the fact is
that the median family income in 1996 was $1,000 less than in
1989. The inflation-adjusted earnings of the median workers in
1997 were 3.1 percent lower than in 1989. Over the period from
1989 to 1997 real hourly wages either stagnated or fell for most of
the bottom 60 percent of the working population.

So while we can say that in the last few years for the average
worker things have been getting better, the reality is that most
workers in America today are working longer hours and lower
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wages than was the case ten or twenty years ago. If we say this
is as good as it is going to be, that is a pretty pessimistic outlook.

More importantly, and this is a point that I want to stress be-
cause it is not talked about too much, according to the Economic
Policy Institute, the typical married couple family worked 247 more
hours per year in 1996 than in 1989. That is more than six or
seven weeks worth of additional work. That means all over this
country, and I am sure it is in your districts as well as in mine,
you see people working two jobs and three jobs.

In the beginning of the 20th Century, workers fought and they
said, we want a 40-hour work week; that is what we want.

One hundred years later workers are working 45, 50, 60 hours
a week. Wives are working alongside of husbands because we need
two breadwinners in the family to pay the bhills. So to my friend,
Mr. Bachus, I say, yes, we have seen improvements in the last cou-

le of years, and we should be proud of that and continue that ef-
ort.

But if we look at what is going on for the average American
worker today, in many respects he or she is not where they were
twenty years ago. We still have 43 million people without any
health insurance. People can’t afford the cost of college education.
We have the highest rate of childhood poverty in the industrialized
world, the greatest gap between the rich and the poor.

So if we sit here and say, “Gee, we are living in utopia, it is not
going to get any better than this,” boy, I think that would be a very
sad and unfortunate statement. That would be my point, Mr.
Chairman.

Chairman LeacH. Thank you very much for the representation.

Chairman Greenspan.

STATEMENT OF HON. ALAN GREENSPAN, CHAIRMAN, BOARD
OF GOVERNORS, FEDERAL RESERVE SYSTEM

Mr. GREENSPAN. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. Chairman and Members of the commiitee, I appreciate the
opportunity to present the Federal Reserve semiannual report on
monetary policy.

The American economy over the past year aﬁain performed admi-
rably. Despite the challenges presented by severe economic
downturns in a number of foreign countries and episedic financial
turmoil abroad and at home, our real GDP grew 4 percent for a
third straight year. In 1998, 2.75 million jobs were created on net,
bringing the total increase in payrolls to more than 18 million dur-
ing the current economic expansion, which late last year became
the longest in U.S. peacetime history.

Unemployment edged down further to a 4Vs percent rate, the
lowest since 1970. And despite taut labor markets, inflation also
fell to its lowest rate in many decades by some broad measures, al-
though a portion of this decline owed to decreases in oil, commod-
ity, and other import prices that are unlikely to be repeated. Hour-
ly labor compensation adjusted for inflation posted further impres-
sive gains. Real compensation gains have been supported by robust
advances in labor productivity, which in turn have partly reflected
heavy investment in plant and equipment, often embodying innova-
tive technologies.
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Can this favorable performance be sustained? In many respects
the fundamental underpinnings of the recent U.S. economic per-
formance are strong. Flexible markets and the shift to surplus on
the books of the Federal Government are facilitating the buildup
in cutting-edge capital stock. That buildup, in turn, is spawning
rapid advances in productivity that are helping to keep inflation
well behaved. New technologies and the optimism of consumers
and investors are supporting asset prices and sustaining spending.

But, after eight years of economic expansion, the economy ap-
pears stretched in a number of dimensions, implying considerable
upside and downside risks to the economic outlook. The robust in-
crease of production has been using up our Nation’s spare labor re-
sources, suggesting that recent strong growth in spending cannot
continue without a pickup in inflation unless labor productivity
growth increases significantly further.

Equity prices are high enough to raise questions about whether
shares are overvalued. The debt of the household and business sec-
tors has mounted, as has the external debt of the country as a
whole, reflecting the deepening current account deficit. We remain
vulnerable to rapidly changing conditions overseas, which, as we
saw last summer, can be transmitted to the United States markets
quickly and traumatically.

In light of all of these risks, monetary policy must be ready to
move quickly in either direction, should we perceive imbalances
and distortions developing that could undermine the economic ex-
pansion.

The Federal Open Market Committee conducted monetary policy
last year with the aim of sustaining the remarkable combination of
economic expansion and low-inflation. In the wake of the Russian
crisis last August and subsequent difficulties in other emerging
market economies, investors perceived that the uncertainties in fi-
nancial markets had broadened appreciably, and as a consequence
they became decidedly more risk averse. As a result, quality
spreads escalated dramatically, especially for lower-rated issuers.
Many financial markets turned illiquid, with wider bid-asked
spreads and heightened price volatility, and issuance was disrupted
in some private securities markets.

To cushion the domestic economy from the impact of the increas-
ing weakness in foreign economies and the less accomodative condi-
tions in 1.8, financial markets, the FOMC, beginning in late Sep-
tember, undertook three policy easings, reducing the Federal funds
rate from 5%z percent to 4% percent.

Qur economy has weathered the disturbances with remarkable
resilience, though some yield and bid-asked spreads still reflect a
hesitancy on the part of market participants to take on risk.

The Federal Reserve must continue to evaluate, among other
issues, whether the full extent of the policy easings undertaken last
fall to address the seizing-up of financial markets remains appro-
priate as those disturbances abate.

To date, domestic demand and hence employment and output
have remained vigorous. At the same time, no evidence of any up-
turn in inflation has as yet surfaced. The U.S. economy’s perform-
ance should remain solid this year, though likely with a slower
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pace of economic expansion and a slightly higher rate of overall in-
flation than last year.

The stocks of business equipment, housing, and household dura-
ble goods have been growing rapidly to quite high levels relative
to business sales or household incomes during the past few years,
and some slowing in the growth of spending on these items seems
a reasonable prospect. Moreover, part of the rapid increase in
spending, especially in the household sector, has resulted from the
surge in wealth associated with the run-up in equity prices that is
unlikely to be repeated, and the purchasing power of income and
wealth has been enhanced by declines in oil and other import
prices, which also are unlikely to occur this year.

Assuming that aggregate demand decelerates, underlying infla-
tion pressures, as captured by core price measures, in all likelihood
will not intensify significantly in the year ahead, though the Fed-
eral Reserve will need to monitor developments carefully, We per-
ceive stable prices as optimum for economic growth. Both inflation
and deflation raise volatility and risks that thwart maximum eco-
nomic growth.

The economic outlook involves several rigsks. The continuing
downside risk posed by possible economic and financial instability
around the world was highlighted earlier this year by the events
in Brazil. Although financial contagion elsewhere has been limited
to date, more significant knock-on effects in financial markets and
in the economies of Brazil’s important trading partners, including
the United States, are still possible. Moreover, the economies of
several of our key industrial trading partners have shown evidence
of weakness which, if it deepens, could further depress demands for
our exports.

Another downside risk involves a potential correction to stock
prices. Such a decline would increase the cost of equity capital,
slowing the growth of capital spending. It would also tend to re-
strai;ll consumption spending through its effect on household net
worth.

But on the upside, our economy has proven surprisingly robust
in recent years. More rapid increases in capital spending, produc-
tivity, real wages, and asset prices have combined to boost eco-
nemic growth far more and far longer than many of us would have
anticipated.

This “virtuous cycle” has been able to persist because the behav-
ior of inflation also has been surprisingly favorable, remaining well
contained at levels of utilization of labor that in the past would
have produced accelerating prices. That they have not done so in
recent years has been the result of a combination of special one-
time factors holding down prices that I have already mentioned
and more lasting changes in the processes determining inflation.

In the current economic setting, businesses sense that they have
lost pricing power and generally have been unwilling to raise
wages any faster than they could support at current price levels.
Firms have evidently concluded that if they try to increase their
prices, their competitors will not follow, and they will lose market
share and profits.

Given the loss of pricing power, it is not surprising that individ-
ual employers resist pay increases. But why has pricing power of

Digitized for FRASER
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis



9

late been so delimited? Monetary policy certainly has played a role
in constraining the rise in the general level of prices and damping
inflation expectations over the 198(’s and 1990’s. But our current
discretionary monetary policy has difficulty anchoring the price
level over time in the same way that the pold standard did in the
last century.

Enhanced opportunities for productive capital investment to hold
down costs also may have helped to damp inflation. Through the
1970’s and 1980’s, firms apparently found it easier and more profit-
able to seek relief from rising nominal labor costs through price in-
creases than through cost-reducing capital investments. Price relief
evidently has not been available in recent years, but relief from
cost pressures has. The newer technologies have made capital in-
vestment distinctly more profitable, enabling firms to substitute
capital for labor far more productively than they would have a dec-
ade or two ago.

The surge in investment not only has restrained costs, it has also
increased industrial capacity faster than factory output has risen.
The resulting slack in product markets has put greater competitive
pressures on businesses to hold down prices, despite taut labor
markets.

The role of technology in damping inflation is manifest not only
in its effects on U.S. productivity and costs, but also through inter-
national trade, where technological investments have progressively
broken down barriers to cross-border trade. The enhanced competi-
tion in tradeable goods has enabled excess capacity previously bot-
tled up in one country to augment worldwide supply and exert re-
straints on prices in all countries’ markets.

Although the pace of productivity increase has picked up in re-
cent years, the extraordinary strength of demand has meant that
the substitution of capital for labor has not prevented us from rap-
idly depleting the pool of available workers.

The number of people willing to work can be usefully defined as
the unemployed component of the labor force plus those not ac-
tively seeking work, and thus not counted in the labor force, but
who, nonetheless, say they would like a job if they could get one.
This peol of potential workers aged 16 to 64 currently numbers
about 10 million, or just 5% percent of that group’s population, the
lowest such percentage on record, which begins in 1970, and 2%
percentage points below its average over that period.

The number of potential workers has fallen since the mid-1990’s
at a rate of a bit under 1 million annually. We cannot judge with
precision how much further this level can decline without sparking
ever-greater upward pressures on wages and prices. But should
labor market conditions continue to tighten, there has to be some
point at which the rise in nominal wages will start increasingly
outpacing the gains in labor productivity, and prices inevitably will
begin to accelerate.

Before closing, Mr. Chairman, I would like to address an issue
that has been receiving increasing attention, the 20th Century date
change. While no one can say that the rollover to the year 2000
will be trouble free, I am impressed by the efforts to date to ad-
dress the problem in the banking and financial system.
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For our part, the Federal Reserve System has now about com-
pleted remediation and testing of its mission-critical applications.
We opened a test facility in June at which more than 6,000 deposi-
tory institutions to date have conducted tests of their Y2K compli-
ant systems, and we are well along in our risk mitigation and con-
tingency planning activities.

As a precautionary measure, the Federal Reserve has acted to in-
crease the currency in inventory by about one-third, to approxi-
mately $200 billion in late 1999, and has other contingency ar-
rangements available if needed.

The banking industry is also working hard, and with evident suc-
cess, to prepare for the event. By the end of the first quarter, every
institution in the industry will have been subject to two rounds of
on-gite Y2K examinations. The overwhelming majority of the indus-
try has made impressive progress in their remediation, testing, and
contingency planning efforts.

Americans can justifiably feel proud of their recent economic
achievements. Competitive markets, with open trade both domesti-
cally and internationally, have kept our production efficient and on
the expanding frontier of technological innovation. The determina-
tion of Americans to improve their skills and knowledge has al-
lowed workers to be even more productive, elevating their real
earnings. Macroeconomic policies have provided a favorable setting
for the public to take greatest advantage of opportunities to im-
prove its economic well-being.

The restrained fiscal policy of the Administration and the Con-
gress has engendered the welcome advent of a unified budget sur-
plus, freeing up funds for capital investment. A continuation of re-
sponsible fiscal and, we trust, monetary policies should afford
Americans the opportunity to make considerable further economic
progress over time.

Mr. Chairman, I have excerpted from my prepared remarks and
would request that the latter be included for the record.

[The prepared statement of Hon. Alan Greenspan can be found
on page b0 in the appendix.]

Chairman LEacH. Without objection, of course.

Mr. Greenspan, I want to just begin with a question, asking you
to put some macroeconomic meaning to the political discussions of
the day. By that, it seems to me that we have a lot of divisive polit-
ical rhetoric between the political parties, but there is surprisingly
not as much distinction in the end effect of policies advocated.

For example, generally speaking, as you look at the surplus
which Republicans claim disproportionate credit for, the Repub-
licans want to either save the surplus or use it for tax cuts. The
Democratic Party in large measure wants to dedicate to Social Se-
curity 60 percent, which the Republicans also have endorsed, and
advance a bit IRAs and increase a little bit domestic spending, and
Republicans would increase a little bit military spending.

But isn’t it true that, macroeconomically, the notion of putting 60
percent aside for Social Security is the equivalent of reducing the
deficit, and then expanding IRAs is the equivalent of a tax cut?
And that when you are really looking at the differences between
the parties, it is a very small percentage of the presumed surplus
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and how *o allocate it in the years ahead. Is that a valid way of
looking at this issue?

Mr. GREENSPAN., I think so, Mr. Chairman. There seems to be a
general conclusion, and a proper one, that allewing part of the sur-
plus, indeed, a significant part of the surplus, to run will maintain
a level of national savings in this country which is crucial.

The one thing that is economically unquestioned is that we are
about to have in the early part of the 21st Century a very major
increase in the proportion of retirees to working people. Unless we
wish to have difficulty in allocating the then gross domestic prod-
uct between workers and retirees and an increasingly friction-
based argument, it is crucially important for us to accelerate the
building of our capital stock and its efficiency so that there will be
more than adequate goods and services for retirees when they re-
tire, the big Baby Boom retirees, and of course continued rising
standards of living for our working people. That means that we
need to have adequate savings to do that.

My sense of the political rhetoric of late is that there is a grow-
ing awareness of that, and I agree with you, that it does seem to
cut across parties.

Chairman LEAcH. My final question relates to commodity prices.
As you know, worldwide, developing countries are seeing certain
difficulties because of low commodity prices. Internally in this
country the agricultural economy is reeling in very major ways. Do
you have any advice on how to rebolster the Midwestern farm econ-
omy and address this issue?

Mr. GREENSPAN. One of the problems with the Midwest farm
economy is it is an extraordinarily productive segment of our econ-
omy, and the production for export has, of course, been a very cru-
cial aspect over the generations of our farm system. It is difficult
to measure exactly how effective the weakness in Asia has been on
our farm experts, but my recollection is that our exports of agricul-
tural commodities to Japan, which is one of our very largest cus-
tomers, has gone down very dramatically. Needless to say, the rest
of Asia is also weakened quite considerably.

When you take out a substantial chunk of demand on American
agricultural resources, the fact that prices have gone down is, I
would suspect, by no means a great surprise. Prices of wheat and
soybeans, corn, are all down quite significantly. Hogs, until very re-
cently, as you know better than anybody, underwent an extraor-
dinarily sharp contraction in price.

My own judgment is that short of a significant building back of
export demand it is going to be difficult to work our way through
this particular problem; and, obviously, we have also had difficul-
ties, which I think Mr. LaFalce was referring to earlier, in the
sense that, for example, on the wheat front, our two major competi-
tors are Australia and Canada, both of whom are major commodity
producers who have had the same problems and whose currencies
vis-a-vis the American dollar have weakened considerably, with the
obvious implications relevant to competition in the world markets
for some of our major grain products.

So all in all, if one looks across the spectrum of what the prob-
lems are, they just fall very directly in the area of deficient export
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demand, and that is substantially attributable to the very sharp
contraction in the demand for American farm products from Asia.

Chairman LEAcH. Thank you.

Mr. LaFalce.

Mr. LAFALCE. Thank you very much.

Mr. Chairman, I raised a number of issues in my opening state-
ment. If you recall some of them, I will let you address them di-
rectly. If not, I will reiterate some. Do you recall some of the points
I raised?

Mr. GREENSPAN. You raised a number of interesting points.
Which would you like me to respond to?

Mr. LAFALCE. All right. Let's deal with the question of what I
perceive as the reluctance on the part of the Fed to raise interest
rates, a disposition not to decrease them, I could be wrong in that
impression, and a reliance on the part of the Fed for the bond mar-
ket to increase rates.

Mr. GREENSPAN. Again, we don’t endeavor to try to manipulate
the bond market to act as a proxy for Federal Reserve action. The
major reason is we wouldn’t know how, because it is just not some-
thing that we are capable of doing without major secondary distor-
tions and unexpected feedbacks on the economy.

What we do in monetary policy, as I have mentioned before this
committee on many occasions in the past, is endeavor to respond
to the full complex of events; both real, meaning goods and serv-
ices; and financial; and employ monetary policy in a sense to en-
deavor to affect the marginal changes that are going on in the fi-
nancial system.

Obviously, we can’t fully control the economy and have no inter-
est in doing so, but we do impact upon the financial system, and
that does affect aggregative demand. But to say, as a number of
people have said, that we control the bond market and that there-
fore we have the capacity to employ not only the Federal funds
rate, which we do have full control over, and the bond market,
which we do not, and that we use these in some combination is just
contrary to the facts.

Mr. LAFALCE. Let me switch now to the exchange rate relation-
ship that exists internationally, and most especially with our two
major trading partners. We have an increasingly shrinking—or 1
shouldn’t say shrinking, but an interrelated global economy. If this
is to continue with some predictability and sustainability, it seems
to me that there must be stability within the exchange rate rela-
tionship, more so in the future than we have seen in the past.

We have seen significant depreciation in the Canadian dollar and
much greater depreciation in the Mexican peso, as just two exam-
ples, since we entered into our trade agreements about a decade
ago with the Canadian-American FTA and, earlier this decade, the
NAFTA.

As part of your dealings in the global scene with this new global
economic architecture, what are we discussing that could achieve
greater future currency stability?

Mr. GREENSPAN, Mr. LaFalce, as I have testified before this com-
mittee previously, starting in the early part of the 1990’s there was
a very dramatic increase in the amount of cross-border finance,
That is, I used to characterize it as the new financial system,
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which in many respects is not inappropriate, in the sense that
there are really quite major differences which result very largely
from technological changes which have proliferated in the early
1990’s that have had a very dramatic effect on the nature and the
number of different types of financial products, which, by
unbundling risk, have increasingly served consumers and busi-
nesses in a more effective manner.

The consequence of this is that we are dealing with a far more
potentially volatile set of movements of finance, and this is an
issue which clearly both we and the Treasury, as well as our other
colleagues in the international financial arena, have addressed in-
creasingly and in more detail as we have learned, essentially by
doing, what this new international financial structure is and how
it functions.

We have drawn certain conclusions. One, it would be desirable,
were it possible, to have much more stable exchange rates than we
have seen. I don’t think anybody seriously questions that. But, ob-
viously, volatility in exchange rates creates risks. It creates all
sorts of negative implications with respect to all types of invest-
ments.

The question is, how do you do that? We have concluded that the
means that have been used in the past, that is, so-called sterilized
intervention, just does not work. It may have worked in part a lit-
tle in the past, but even that is dubious. But every analysis that
anybody has done has concluded that that is not the way to do it.

The problem of monetary policy, employing that to affect the ex-
change rate, will often get you into the position where your ex-
change rate will be soft when your economy is soft, and the obvious
monetary policy reaction would be to increase interest rates to
harden the currency, but that would be wholly inappropriate for
domestic policy purposes.

Cutting the rest of the detailed argument short, it comes down
to the general conclusion that the best way to maintain, in general,
stable exchange rates is to maintain a stable international econ-
omy, and very basically, a low inflation economy. There is nothing
more relevant than stable prices to create stable exchange rates.

We are, nonetheless, examining this whole issue in greater de-
tail. We have continuous discussions with the Treasury and with
others in other countries, as I indicated. And this larger group will
be coming forward with ideas and particular programs which are
directed at the new international financial structure and, very spe-
c%lﬁcally, the type of regulatory structure which is appropriate to
that.

One of the issues undoubtedly will be endeavors to make sure
that exchange rates, in the context of the total, are as stable as we
can make them. But if we try to do it in a manner which is coun-
terproductive, it will have very negative effects on the total system.

Mr. LAFALCE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. My time has expired,
but I would like you to expand either personally or in writing about
divisions that may have existed at your recent meeting with the
Germans and the French on one hand with respect to some bonds
and the position that you and Mr. Rubin took. Maybe we could just
have some follow-up personal dialogue.

Chairman LEACH. Mr. McCollum.
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Mr. McCoLLuM. Thank you very much.

Mr. Chairman, I think most of us would agree, I suspect we
would get virtually unanimity, that the monetary policy leadership
you have provided over the past few months has been excellent.
The economy is not only doing well, but despite those treacherous
waters that you are foreseeing coming up ahead, the Board has
done quite well. The Open Market Commitiee has done quite well.

But the other half of the matter, which probably leads to as
many disturbing consequences for your monetary policy decisions,
is the fiscal policy decision the Chairman of the committee alluded
to a minute ago.

I found it intriguing last week that the Wall Street Journal edi-
torial board chose to engage you in somewhat of an open public dia-
logue. They suggested criticism because they say that you urged
surpluses to be dedicated to reducing Government debt before taxes
are cut.

They went on to say some intriguing thoughts about the impor-
tance, relative importance, of paying down the debt or not. They
suggest that paying down the country’s debt would not make the
Nation better off, and they suggest that the argument of crowding
out, which I have heard a long time since I have been on this com-
mittee, by Government spending is not a valid argument.

They go on to suggest that the national debt does not really mat-
ter, at least it is a secondary issue to the economy, until it starts
to exceed 100 percent of GDP or so. They go on to say what matters
is outlays the size of Government relative to the private sector and
marginal tax rates, the measures of incentives.

In other words, they say that this is what constitutes the latter
three, the engines of economic growth, and that we really shouldn’t
be focused on fiscal policy and paying down the debt at this time
because it doesn’t exceed 100 percent of GDP,

How do you respond to that? I found that the most succinct
statement on the other side of the question of debt that I have read
in a long time, and I thought I would give you the chance to re-
spond.

Mr. GREENSPAN. Thank you, Congressman.

I happen to agree with the general position that the smaller the
total of Government both receipts and expenditures are relative to
the private sector, the better off we are with respect to economic
growth.

The question of what the optimum size of the debt is is a factual
guestion. The issue really, as far as I can see, is that the evidence
is fairly convincing that the lower the debt, the lower long-term
borrowing costs. It is not as though when you hit 100 percent of
the GDP something happens. That particular relationship, as best
I can judge, carries all the way down below 100 percent.

Sc that the question really gets down to, in a period such as we
are now in, reducing the debt because we need increased savings.
I shouldn’t argue that that would not become private savings. It
might if you basically cut taxes. I am not sure about that.

But I think the main thrust of the issue is one that we have to
increase savings for reasons I mentioned before about the issue of
the demographics that are coming up.
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But to the extent that we can reduce sl};ending and return that

to the taxpayer, [ am fully supportive of that, and that is the type

of tax cuts that I would like to see. I don’t like to see tax cuts

:lv};)i(:h are effectively those which are made available by increasing
ebt.

And this is where I think there are disagreements, but I must
say that in the broad, general thrust of that editorial, I didn't find
difficulties with it. But I do think that their notions, very specifi-
cally, about the lack of debt reduction having positive effects is not,
in my judgment, verified by the facts.

Mr. McCorLLum. What you are talking about when you are talk-
ing about the debt and tge interest on the debt is that huge per-
centage of our budget that goes to paying the interest. If I recall
now, it is somewhere around 30 or 40 percent or so of the entire
spending we have to put out right now is on interest on that debt.
I assume that is what you are talking about, the interest costs?

Mr. GREENSPAN. No, I was talking about interest rates within
the economy. In other words, when you look across the spectrum
of countries and within economies, the lower the overall level of
public debt, the lower tends to be the level of interest rates. That
is clearly the case in Europe, and as best I can judge, it is also the
case here.

Mr. McCoLLUM. It sounds to me what we need is a balanced ap-
proach on how we need to get there in some manner which gets
there within the framework of your concerns and at the same time
keeps the economic engine running. That is always going to be a
debate up here.

But you do not oppose tax cuts, it is just which ones they are and
when they come?

Mr. GREENSPAN. On the contrary, I have been very supportive of
marginal tax cuts. Indeed, as you may recall, I am quite a strong
supporter of reducing the capital gains tax and even eliminating it.
At the appropriate time, I am very much strongly in favor of tax
cuts. It is at this particular time that that would not be my first
priority. It is my second priority, as I think I have mentioned to
this committee before.

That is, if you cant, for political reasons, hold the surplus in
place and reduce the debt, then I would be far more supportive of
cutting taxes than increasing spending.

Mr. McCoLLUM. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. Thank
you,

Chairman LEACH. Mr. Frank.

Mr. FRANK. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

It is somewhat unaccustomed, particularly for those of us on this
side, to referee the dispute between yourself and the Wall Street
Journal editorial board. I admire your effort to turn the other
cheek. I think it will be unavailing.

But I do take it that there is disagreement. Your first priority
right now, your first preference, would be to reduce the debt?

Mr. GREENSPAN. That is correct.

Mr. FRANK. And theirs would be not to worry about the debt
until it reaches 100 percent of GDP, but to cut taxes. So there is
that disagreement between you and them.

Mr. GREENSPAN. I would assume that is the case.
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Mzr. FRANK. You assume it?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Because I must admit I read it when it was
originally written, but I car’t say I can quote you verbatim.

Mr. FRANK. The particular editorial?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Yes.

Mr. FRANK. Did you read it when it was originally written before
it was published or after it was published?

Mr. GREENSPAN. I misspoke. My apologies.

Mr. FRANK. But you didn’t answer that question.

Mr. GREENSPAN. I will answer it. I read it probably the same
time you did.

Mr. FRANK. No, I didn’t read it and have no intention of reading
it.

Mr. GREENSPAN, I read it when it was published.

Mr. FRaANK. I do want to acknowledge, and I think that is actu-

ally indicative—I want to acknowledge my appreciation of your
willingness over the years to resist people whe might have seen
you as an ideological confrere and were in fact sometimes angry at
you for not giving in.
" I think it is enormously to your credit that interest rates were
not raised in anticipation of an inflation rate that prevailing doc-
trine predicted a few years ago. There were people who said if the
unemployment rate got as low as it did and growth stayed as high
as it did, inflation would be inevitable. I realize that you deserve
a great deal of the credit for resisting that, and I think you have
been proven correct. Of course, the award for being proven correct
is people are mad at you, but you are used to that.

I do want to acknowledge that I think your willingness to, in
fact, look at the facts and make these judgments based on the em-
pirical evidence has been very important.

I am particularly struck that, while we mentioned the Wall
Street Journal, the New York Times financial pages also were from
time to time disappointed in you for not raising interest rates when
the rules said they should have been. Now, without ever acknowl-
edging their error, now they have converted, so I think that is im-
portant.

The second thing I want to acknowledge is I appreciate your ref-
erence here to even more public announcements. You mention that
there will now be sometimes announcements of a change in—I was
about to say a change in orientation, but I am reluctant to use that
phrase—but a change in general inclination by the Fed, even with-
out a change in actual interest rates.

I am glad you are doing that. I think it validates the fact that
your increased openness since 1994, announcing FOMC policy on
the same day, has been very useful.

I hope you will agree that one of those who was pushed hardest
was our former Chairman, Mr. Gonzalez. He used to argue strong-
ly, and now obviously he had some disagreements with you on
some things, but it does seem to me much of what Mr. Gonzalez
argued about, an ability for the system to tolerate more openness
and more publicity, has in fact proven beneficial. I thought that
was important.

The one substantive point I had is, on page 13, I was pleased to
note the following, because this is relevant. You say, talking about
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shifts in the market environment which have accounted for the
lack of inflation, the benign overall price behavior, and you say,
“Undoubtedly, other factors have been at work,” including the tem-
porary factors, oil prices and other drops, and then, “some more
lasting, such as worldwide deregulation and privatization,” and
this I think is particularly relevant to us today, “and the freeing
up of resources previously employed to produce military products
that was brought about by the end of the Cold War.”

Now I cite that because, obviously, we have a dispute about what
amount of military spending we need from a national security
standpoint. But in every debate I have been in on military spend-
ing in the 19 years I have been here, there were those who argue
that we shouldnt cut military spending because it would be bad
economically. Indeed, we have some people who are very occasional
Keynesians. When military spending comes up, they become very
much in favor of the stimulative effects of Government spending.

I take it what you are saying is that dollar for dollar, military
products, as you previously said here, have no end use, but are
there as insurance—I think that is an analogy that you have used
before, and to the extent you could put those same dollars into
other areas, maybe education and job training, maybe into trans-
portation, you are dollar for dollar likely to have a better economic
effect, and in fact it is less inflationary.

Is that an accurate reference to what you are saying here?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Yes it is, Mr. Frank.

Incidentally, I was referring not only to the United States but
the whole Soviet Union and all other related——

Mr. FRANK. 1 appreciate that. Because as my former colleague,
Mr. Kennedy, used to—you may remember when we did inter-
national financial institutions—argue that one of the things we
ought to be urging on developing nations was a reduction in their
military budgets, because it was an unproductive use of their re-
sources. So I take the point as one of general application.

But that is an accurate statement?

Mr. GREENSPAN. It is, indeed.

Mr. FRANK. To the extent that you can reduce military spending,
consistent with your security needs, that is going to have a good
economic effect?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Yes.

Chairman LEACH. Thank you very much.

Mrs. Roukema.

Mrs. ROUKEMA. Mr. Chairman, I certainly appreciate your re-
sponse to both Mr. Leach and Mr. McCollum’s questions regarding
financial matters relative to Social Security paying down the debt,
and I am in general agreement with that approach.

I am going to go into a different area of questioning. Could you
address the following question, which I believe is very relevant to
the U.S. economy. I have noticed the news this week that hit the
headlines about the extraordinary, and I mean extraordinarily
large, layoffs at Levi Strauss. Are we are dealing here with export-
ing jobs, literally exporting U.8. jobs overseas?

Do you view this as the beginning of a surge of U.S. job declines
and exporting and wage depressions? How do you view it from your
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po?.iti(‘)?n, whether directly or only indirectly related to monetary
policy?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Congresswoman, the nature of the American
economy has always been one of what Joseph Schumpeter, a long
time ago called “creative destruction”; that is, we continuously
churn, in the sense that the capital in lower technologies is gradu-
ally moved to higher technologies, and that is indeed the way
standards of living grow.

The problem that unfortunately occurs as a sidebar of that is
that you find that there are a lot of people who have been in jobs
for very long periods of time in industries whose technology is less
than the cutting edge relevant to what is new. And even though
there are major technological improvements in apparel and in tex-
tiles, nonetheless it is the economic forces that are shifting the cap-
ital out of those industries into industries at the higher level of
technology.

The problem that I think we have with that is not a macro-
economic problem. It has been going on for generations. I think
that is a problem for how does one address the hardship that is
created in these circumstances in a manner which does not distort
the desirable moving of assets from one area to another.

I do not think, however, that as you implied in your question,
that this particular layoff is a signal that something very signifi-
cant more is happening.

Mrs. ROUKEMA. You do not?

Mr. GREENSPAN. I do not. And indeed, what you see at this stage
is the actual number of people seeking initial claims for unemploy-
ment insurance has fallen to very low levels, which suggests that
since that is the broadest measure we have, that the layoff rate is
really down quite significantly.

Mrs. ROUKEMA. But this Levi Strauss announcement is an indi-
cation of a trend in job declines, would you not say so?

Mr. GREENSPAN. No, I wouldn’t. I think that is a very specific
problem associated with the industry and with the company. And
it is to be regretted, but I can’t say that I see it as a broadening
issue.

Mrs. ROUKEMA. [ hope you are right. I am glad to hear that.

Now, let me go back to what I think was Mr. LaFalce’s related
question regarding the G-7 meeting that you recently returned
from. I understand Secretary Rubin was part of that meeting. Tell
me, what are your views? Are we, the international community,
making progress in the area of financial reform? Is there something
that we are going to be able to do for the world’s international fi-
nancial architecture?

And that, of course, is related to last year’'s IMF funding debate.
I don’t think we can do the IMF reforms in this short period of
time, but give me your perspective on the results of, and progress
at, the G-7 meeting.

Mr. GREENSPAN. Yes. As I indicated earlier, we are seeing an
evolving new international economy. It is changing very much rel-
evant to what we have seen in the past. We are in the process of
learning how it works as we are dealing with it, so it is sort of
learning by doing. That is not the most desirable means that one
can conceive of.
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Fortunately, the international trauma that came out of the Rus-
sian default created so much risk aversion in the system that the
amount of capital flows, especially to emerging nations, has slowed
down; and, indeed, there is some evidence that there is a general
temporary slowdown in this huge surge in capital flows, which
means that we probably have a little time to be deliberative in
making judgments as to how the structure ought to be altered.

The G-7 meeting had very detailed discussions of this. The Bank
for International Settlements in Basel is a significant player, as is
the IMF and the World Bank. There are innumerable fora which
are involved in trying to examine all the various different aspects
of this, and I think we are moving forward.

We are not moving forward in a dramatically rapid way, and I
am pleased at that, because I don’t think that this is either nec-
essary or desirable. But I do believe at the end of the day we will
find an appropriate mix of policies which will best address the ag-
propriate supervision and regulation of this new international fi-
nancial and trade system.

Mrs. RoUKEMA. Thank you, Mr. Greenspan. If you do have fur-
ther amplification or documentation, we would appreciate it if you
could suﬁmit it to us in writing.

Mr. GREENSPAN. Certainly.

Mrs. ROUKEMA. Thank you.

Chairman LEACH. Thank you, Ms. Roukema.

Mr. Vento.

Mr. VENTO. Thank you.

Chairman Greenspan, thanks for your appearance this morning
and your statement.

In trying to analyze this, obviously, one of the concerns we have
in the months ahead is there has been a significant surge in terms
i)f imports, and this could, of course, lead to some sectoral prob-

ems.

Obviously, the steel issue comes to mind. We have concerns with
that and with some agriculture products. In fact, the market for ag-
ricultural exports is really quite down. We are producing a lot more
food, sc we are seeing the effects of that in my home State, both
in iron mining and, for instance, in various types of products—agri-
cultural products—in place,

At the same time, obviously, we would see a tendency in terms
of the cuts, the lower prices in terms of some of these commedities,
whether it is pork, grain, or steel, there is a tendency to hold down
inflation. It is a major benefit that we are receiving right now. Ob-
viously, in the oil sector we have the same circumstance going on.
That isn’t one that we have to worry about too much in Minnesota,
but it is a factor.

Monetary policy could help in terms of providing some stimulus.
How do you see that being coordinated down the road in terms of
providing that without overheating the economy? That is obviously
the dilemma that we face.

Mr. GREENSPAN. Mr. Vento, I think you raise the sort of fun-
damental dilemma of monetary policy in the sense that if you have
an integrated, interrelated economy, such as that which is in the
United States, the 50 States, that there can only be one monet
policy. We do not have the capacity to have different policies in dit-
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ferent regions which have different difficulties. So what we have is
a policy which endeavors to address the total system, and invari-
ably it is not the appropriate policy for individual sectors.

I remember a colleague of mine a number of years ago talking
about California. He said, if we didn’t have a single currency and
a single monetary policy, California would have a different set of
policies than the rest of the country. Now, that cannot be done un-
less you split off parts of the system, and we don’t do that because
it is highly inefficient.

As far as individual areas are concerned, I think that it is cer-
tainly the case that steel imports surged very dramatically and in-
duced fairly pronounced declines in prices. From what we see,
those prices are stabilizing, and indeed, orders are coming back a
bit now, and the real pressures are easing in the steel industry. In-
deed, there have been significant cutbacks in exports to the United
States by a number of the countries which have been very large
shippers here.

So the system in steel does appear to be stabilizing. I don’t know
whether or not that has yet filtered back to the Mesabi Range. I
susp?ct not. It takes a while. But the underlying demands are
clearly——

Mr. VENTO. I just think that—excuse me, Mr. Chairman, but I
just think that we need to respond in terms of maybe with the re-
ductions of interest rates, obviously on a national basis to deal with
it.

One of the aspects here in terms of—and I know my colleague
from New York, Mr. LaFalce, talked about the instability of cur-
rency. But there have been some overtures especially to, in fact,
harmonize currency values with the euro. Obviously, Argentina
suggested using it as a benchmark. What is your view with regard
to that and those particular initiatives? I noticed that the Secretary
of the Treasury was less than enthusiastic about this prospect.

Mr. GREENSPAN. Yes, I thought for good reason. You become en-
thusiastic only when things make sense and are likely to work.

Mr. VENTO. Some of this may be involuntary in terms of what
Argentina may do or other countries may do.

Mr. GREENSPAN. Remember, we have no ohjection whatsoever if
Argentina or any other country decides unilaterally to make the
U.S. dollar its medium of exchange. We do recognize that if you
have a broadened set of regional areas, like, say, the euro for all
of Europe, or most of Europe, and the dollar, say, for a goodly part
of Latin America and the United States, there is no question that
were that to happen you will get a lesser degree of instability in
exchange rates.

There are downsides, however. It creates additional pressures.
There will be pressures in Europe because they have eliminated
the capacity for exchange rate adjustment at their borders when
problems are arising. That means that those adjustments are going
to oceur in different ways.

The same thing would be true in Latin America. There is no
question that there is very considerable value in having large cur-
rency blocks in that regard, but there are also significant
downsides as well. We and the Treasury have been discussing
these issues at some length.
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As you may know, we were approached by Argentina to consider
certain broader aspects of the dollarization program, and there are
numbers of discussions that are going on inside the American Gov-
ernment on the appropriate response to this. So it is an interesting
aspect, and perhaps an inevitable aspect, of the major changes that
are currently underway in the international finaneial system.

Mr. VENTO. Mr. Chairman, I will be submitting some questions
in writing. Thank you.

Chairman LEACH. Thank you.

Mr. Bachus.

Mr. BacHUS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. Greenspan, yesterday when you testified before the Senate
they asked you to also comment on financial modernization. As you
know, one of the obstacles right now to the financial modernization
legislation is this disagreement over holding companies and sub-
sidiaries, and we discussed that the last time you were before the
committee.

We respect your opinion very much and respect the opinion of
Secretary Rubin, so we are in, I think, an uncomfortable position
in that we are continuing to get a mixed message.

I would ask you this. I know that you and the Secretary are
friends. I think that would be a fair comment, would it not?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Indeed.

Mr. BACHUS. And you have great respect for each other?

Mr. GREENSPAN. I certainly have great respect for him. I assume
and hope he has respect for me.

Mr. BacHus. He has publicly said that he does. My question is
this—and I think you think the President has tremendous intellect.
That is so, is it not? President Clinton? This is not a trick question.
He is very intelligent?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Yes. I don’t think there is any question about
that.

Mr. BACHUS. And I know that Secretary Rubin believes that, and
I think most Members of Congress agree that he has outstanding
intellect. That being said, I know you have great respect for his un-
derstanding of economic abilities, too, do you not?

Mr. GREENSPAN. I do.

Mr. BAcHUS. Has there been any attempt—you know, the Con-
gress has asked you and Secretary Rubin to meet together. Has
there been any attempt for the President to become involved in
those discussions?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Not to my knowledge.

Mr. BACHUS. To me it appears only natural that the President
would get a three-way conversation between you, Secretary Rubin
and the President, because his advice and consent I know is impor-
tant to you, it is important to Secretary Rubin—that that meeting
ought to occur.

Mr. GREENSPAN. Let me say this, Congressman. I think that get-
ting financial modernization is a very important issue, as I testified
before this committee a few days ago. | am more than willing to
sit down and try to find a way in which we can coordinate these
very—this is a very important issue. It really refers to the struc-
ture of American banking and finance in the 21st Century. It is not
a technical question.
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I am more than willing to sit down, as I indicated previously,
with Secretary Rubin and anyone else who wishes to participate in
the discussions to find a way to meet their requirement, as they
stipulated, for broader oversight of the banking system. We are
willing, in effect, if it is necessary, to move the bill to give up some
of our so-called turf, if you want to do it that way.

But what our major concern is, is that it not be done in the man-
ner in which the Secretary is now proposing it, which effectively
would mean that you would get a major move of all of the affiliates
of the holding companies which have any assets at all into the subs
of the bank where they could get subsidies. And if they were retue-
tant to do that, I would assume their shareholders would push
them, because it was so obviously the right thing to do.

The difficulty is that the reason that that is an issue is that that
would make the Comptroller of the Currency the very major player
in supervision and regulation. We have no objection to that. It is
just that using that particular vehicle to do it strikes me as creat-
ing far greater problems for the international and the domestic fi-
nancial system.

And so that if they want to sit down and talk about the alloca-
tion of turf, so to speak, I am more than willing to do that. We
don’t need turf for all of the things that we are doing. But we do
have a responsibility to maintain the systemic stability of our sys-
tem, and in our judgment moving in the direction of operating subs
instead of affiliates of holding companies is a potentially very seri-
ous question.

Mr. BaCHUS. I appreciate that. And I respect your opinion and
I respect Secretary Rubin’s, we in Congress do. I am simply saying
that you have a President who negotiated a Middle East peace
agreement, he has negotiated with some very adverse parties in
Northern Ireland, and here we have two of his appointees, and I
would just invite or urge the President—I intend to write a letter
to him and hope maybe Mr. LaFalce and maybe the Chairman will
join with me and ask that you all put your heads together.

Because I feel we would be mucﬁ more comfortable if a consensus
could be formulated. And I know there may be reservations, and
I think certainly they would be trying to express those reserva-
tions, but at least to make that attempt.

Mr. LAFALCE. Could [ respond to that?

First of all, I am very willing to proceed cooperatively with the
Chairman and other Members of the committee in order to achieve
consensus. And, second, we have heard from the regulators repeat-
edly on this issue, from the Chairman of the Federal Reserve
Board, from the Secretary of the Treasury, from the Chairman of
the FDIC, from past chairmen of the FDIC.

It would be desirable if they could come into full agreement, but
it is not necessary. What is necessary is for us to decide. I am per-
sonally of the opinion that it might be fruitless to pursue the
achievement of a consensus among all the other parties outside the
Congress. I am more concerned about the Members of this commit-
tee and this Congress coming to a consensus as to what is nec-
essary to pass good financial services modernization. There will al-
ways be differences of opinion in the outside world.

Thank you.
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Mr. BacHus. 1 will just respond, and I respect your opinion. I
would just simply say that I think that if the Administration as
one voice could move toward some consensus—and I would invite
the President to become involved, I think particularly when we
have two members of his Administration.

I dont discount that these are serious differences, and I happen
to believe that Secretary Rubin and yourself are more informed on
these issues than the average Member of Congress, and even the
average Member of this committee, more so than this committee.
And it would certainly be of assistance to us.

We all have great respect for the President’s intellect and for his
understanding of economic policies. I just—I believe it is time for
that meeting to occur.

Thank you.

Chairman LEACH. If the gentleman will yield just briefly, just to
put out the historical record. It is the case that we would all like
the advice of the Treasury and the Fed coming together. As re-
cently as last Friday representatives of both groups met, and very
intelligent people seemed to have a difference in judgment.

Mr. LaFalce is of course right, that in that circumstance in par-
ticular we have to reach a judgment. On the other hand, if there
were to be a consensus, it would seriously be reviewed. This com-
mittee would never give carte blanche to a consensus arrived out-
gide it, but it would certainly have a major impact on the commit-
tee.

The Secretary of the Treasury is the President’s representative
in this. Basically, I view Mr. Greenspan as part of the congres-
gional branch appointed by the President. That is facetious, but
technically the Federal Reserve is not quite within the Administra-
tion, although certainly the Chairman and the whole board are ap-
pointed by the President.

Mr. BACHUS. I am not saying that a consensus is attainable. I
am saying it ought to be attempted on something of what I con-
sider to be this great economic importance and national interest.

Chairman LEAcH. I couldn’t agree more. You have isolated the
signal problem. You have also isolated the desire for consensus
within the Treasury and the Fed. It may not be exactly achievable,
in which case we are going to have to make some difficult judg-
ments, and that sometimes is a circumstance that we are just obli-
gated to do.

Mr. BACHUS. It would be made less difficult. At least I would ex-
tend that idea. I plan to write the President. If anyone wants to
join me and urge that—and I think the meeting ought to be the
three of you all, initially.

Chairman LEACH. Ms. Waters.

Ms. WATERS. Thank you very much.

I would like to thank Mr. Greenspan for coming over and sharing
with us this important information on the economy and helping us
to understand the direction of this Nation.

As you know, Mr. Greenspan, my continuing issue of capital for-
mation is one that remains, the idea of getting an investment in
inner cities so that we could realize some of the benefits of the
growing economy is still a concern that I have that I will continue
to talk with you about and not today but at another time.
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Even though you give some very positive descriptions of our bal-
ance of payments problem, I guess deciding that it has helped to
hold down inflation, I wonder about our future relative to balance
of payments and our ability to export and sell more, and I wonder
about places that don't get talked about a lot.

We have an African trade bill. I am told that we are trading
partners with Africa, but I never quite understand the relationship
of that trade to our economy and whether or not there is something
there that we can develop glnher by way of this African trade bill.
I would like to hear just a little bit about that.

But I want to ask you a very controversial question about a coun-
try that is 90 miles from our shores where Europeans are develop-
ing and selling and appearing to be doing extraordinarily well and
a country that needs everytﬁing and that has opened up invest-
ment opportunities and joint venture opportunities. They are so
concerned about their ability to grow their country and to get what
they need to do that that they are working with the other Carib-
bean countries and with the European Union to form a little bloc.
1 wonder what that will mean if they are able to do that.

I am talking about Cuba. We have an embargo. I don't know
what role you played in Helms-Burton, if they asied your opinion
at all. But I would like to hear what you think about that.

Mr. GREENSPAN. Well, Congresswoman, the issue of Cuba goes
back really to 1959 and 1960, as you know. And the politics, the
international confrontations, the history is replete with more
things than any of us could write about in 500,000 pages.

The one thing I will say to you is that it is one of the very rare
Egrts of the world where we probably have very little expertise and

ve given very little thought to; and the issue, as best I can judge,
is really fundamentally a practical political one.

I don't think there are great disputes about whether opening up
their markets and having democratic elections and having some-
thing far closer to what exists among their neighbors as far as soci-
eties are concerned. That would be helpful and would clearly en-
gage a goodly part of the Ameriean business establishment beyond
the global markets. I would think that if the political issues were
resolved—and I recognize there are very significant problems—
there is very little doubt that, given the situation in Cuba, that one
must presume that there is a great deal of potential investment if
that were to become a free economy, which it is not.

Ms. WATERS. As opposed to China?

Mr. GREENSPAN. It is tough to make the economic distinctions.
The main issues here are fundamentally political. It is the type of
thing which central banks ought to stay away from, because I can
give you my judgments about what particular aspects of the Chi-
nese economy are doing, or probably even the Cuban economy, but
it is so fundamentally ?olitical that I really can’t address the issue
in any useful way that I would feel comfortable with.

Ms. WATERS. And the African trade bill?

Mr. GREENSPAN. The issue of trade is an issue of importance
largely because the world is becoming increasingly integrated. That
is, the technology has so dramatically altered the nature of the
movement of goods and services and, very specifically, the move-
ment of data, ideas and the like, through the huge telecommuni-
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cations system, and so there is a real sense in which there is
globalization in this world, and it benefits everybody. It has got ob-
vious problems associated with it, but it strikes me as related to
long-term policy, and I think most of us should be really endeavor-
ing to find a way to increase trade while at the same time being
aware that a lot of people are disrupted, a lot of companies are dis-
rupted.

My major point would be that we should address those individual
disruptions and not try to block trade because it creates those dis-
ruptions, because trade is such a fundamentally healthy thing for
standards of living, for everybody who engages in it.

So I merely want to say that the issues are not trade. Trade is
something we should very strongly support. But we should give
ve? significant serutiny to those who are hurt by trade problems
and deal with them and, very specifically, rather than try to pre-
vent the disruptions from happening by preventing trade from hap-
pening.

Mr. BacHUS. [Presiding.] Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. Castle, do you have questions?

Mr. CasTLE. Yes, and this is going to be tough because 1 have
to ask a brief question or two, and I iave to ask for a brief answer
because we have a vote in about six or seven minutes here,

But when we did the minimum wage a couple of years ago 1
ended up supporting it. I basically went back and looked at infla-
tion over a period of time and what the minimum wage was, and
they were roughly equivalent in terms of what the new minimum
wage would be.

Now there is a discussion of a new minimum wage. You probably
opined on this before, and maybe I have heard you, but I can’t re-
member the answer. I don't know if you feel that the minimum
wage increase at the Federal level has any kind of an inflationary
factor in it or not or is it irrelevant to the economy because it only
pertains to a small part of the economy and, if so, if there is some
way that we should be looking at that and judging it? So that is
one question.

Let me ask my second question. I am increasingly concerned
about the proliferation of savings plans that we have in this coun-
try. I know that this last year the savings rate was down, in spite
of—or mayhbe because of—a strong economy. People perhaps felt
they didnt need to save. I don’t know. And I think that there has
been a wonderful job done with the IRAs, Roth IRAs, and tuition
plans, but there are all kinds of income cutoffs, and there seem to
be competing plans.

Are we on the right track with respect to our tax-benefited sav-
ings plans in this country? Or should we be thinking about some
kind of consolidated plans at the $2000 level, IRAs which have
been around a long time? I would like your comments on those two
subjects.

Mr. GREENSPAN. First of all, Congressman, the evidence that we
have does suggest that there are inflationary impacts from increas-
ing the minimum wage. My main concern is less that than the
issue of individuals who become unemployed because of the mini-
mum wage. The evidence as far as we are concerned is fairly con-
clusive in that regard, and being unemployed when you are a teen-
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ager, for example, which is where most of the issue lies, is very det-
rimental to getting on the first step of getting on the business lad-
der, getting a job, learning by training, and becoming a productive
member of the work force.

In today’s environment that is not relevant because there is a
huge demand for workers, well in excess of what the supply is, and,
hence, the minimum wage is not, as far as I can see, having a spe-
cific impact now in that area. My concern is when the economy
turns down at some point, and I do think that we are going to find:
one, that teenage unemployment will be higher than it would oth-
erwise have been; and two, that there will be inflationary impacts
because of that. In other words, when you withdraw labor from the
market, the inevitable effect is to increase the price level.

With respect to the second question, I think you are raising a
very important issue. There is a big dispute at this stage as to
whether this proliferation of savings plans is indeed increasing the
savings rates. There are some fairly sophisticated mathematical
models which seem to suggest that there may be some positive ef-
fect, but, if there is, it is not a very large one and something of a
more consolidated nature, something which really gets to the issue
of private pension types of organizations, pension plans or savings
vehicles, strikes me as probably wise to think about.

Mr. CasTLE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I am not going to ask
any follow-up questions, except to say that I think that is an area
that we really should be focusing on in this country. I have often
found a confusion in govemmentavlv%olicy and tax benefit, and these
things sometimes don’t happen. en it is made simpler it tends
to move forward, so [ hope we all can make some progress on that.

1 yield back the balance of my time.

Mr. BACHUS. Mr. Chairman, I was hoping I could get in the chair
here and slip in another question, but Mr. Sanders has stayed.

Mr. SANDERS. Obstinate that I am.

Mr. BACHUS. Mr. Sanders.

Mr. SANDERS. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman.

Iromically, I was going to ask a similar question to what Mr. Cas-
tle asked over on the minimum wage.

Some of us see the positive signs in the current economy in that
real wages for low-income workers have finally gone up after many
years of stagnation and decline. I am surprised, therefore, about
your response to Mr. Castle. Because one of the positive things—
some people would argue that one of the reasons that wages for
low-income workers have gone up is an increase in the minimum
wage, and you and others argued that two years ago when we
raised the minimum wage from $4.25 to $5.15 there would be mas-
sive unemployment among workers. Unemployment is now at a
record low.

So my question is, I gather you still oppose raising—the Presi-
dent would like to raise the minimum wage by a buck over a two-
year period. Many would like it to go higher. Are you still opposed
to raising the minimum wage?

Mr. GREENSPAN. [ still think it is a bad idea, because, as [ said
to Mr. Castle, you don't see the effects when you have a huge de-
mand for labor. The real crucial way to test whether it is a desir-
able thing to have is when the economy is slack.
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As far as I can judge from the data that we tend to find quite
compelling is that teenage unemployment does go up with the min-
imum wage. If that is in fact the case, I think it is a disservice to
the people.

Mr. SANDERS. Unemployment now is almost at a record, and we
have raised the minimum wage.

Mr. GREENSPAN. You won't see it today. I agree with that.

Mr. SANDERS. Let me ask you this question. If you are concerned
about wage increases developing an inflationary spiral, how do you
feel about CEOs of large corporations now making 200 times what
their workers are making and getting huge golden handshakes and
all this kind of stuff? Does that concern you?

Mr. GREENSPAN. If their shareholders are willing to do it, they
are wastg]x;% their money in many respects, and I find a lot of that
stuff frankly—I find a lot of what is being paid to individual CEQs
not directed to the value that they are producing for their share-
holders who are paying the bill.

Mr. SANDERS. Be that as it may, when we talk about inflation,
then you may be right or may not. But what we are seeing, CEOs
now make 200 times what workers make. You are expressin% a
concern of raising the minimum wage of over $5.15 an hour, but
I would hope you would see that same concern about CEQOs getting
golden handshakes with tens and tens of millions of dollars.

Mr. GREENSPAN. In both cases I am arguing that the Govern-
ment should not be involved. I am being consistent in that respect.

Mr. SANDERS. Let me ask you another question, the global econ-
omy. Some people would argue, including Business Week, the New
York Times, the World Bank, many others, that IMF policy in Mex-
ico, Asia, Russia, and Brazil has largely failed over the last several
years. Are you prepared to join such institutions as Business Week
in urging a rethinking of the fundamental tenets of the IMF in
terms of austerity programs, capital flow, and so forth?

Business Week, in a recent editorial, said, and I quote: “The aus-
terity policies of the IMF and the U.S. Treasury aren’t part of the
solution, they are part of the problem.” I believe the World Bank
said something similar. There is increased discussion that basic
IMF philosophy has failed. Are you calling for changes in basic
IMF policy?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Let me just say that we are having conversa-
tions, as we always do, on issues of the structure of international
financial institutions with the Treasury. We are the relevant agen-
cies in this regard, or the ones who are most directly involved. The
Secretary is the senior member of our representation with the IMF.
I am the alternate delegate. We are the two who are effectively
interfacing with that.

I don’t think it is appropriate for me to be discussing what it is
we discuss or the like, Ipthink it is appropriate for us to%e thinking
about these issues; and, obviously, we are.

Mr. SANDERS. I am not hearing you vigorously defending current
IMF policies.

Mr. GREENSPAN. You are not going to see me defend a number
of things which are part of joint discussions with the Treasury, and
there are certain things that I think when we are ready to an-
nounce something, I think you will hear an announcement, if there
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are such views. I don’t want to discuss what goes on in these joint
meetings. I think it probably would not be productive.

Mr. SANDERS. Lastly, a brief question.

I mentioned earlier that a recent report indicated that the typical
married couple in the United States is currently working 247 more
hours in 1996 than in 1989. Now, tell me, when we talk about the
economic boom and the economy being so great, I know that in my
State it is not uncommon for people to be working 50, 60, some-
times 70 hours a week.

At the beginning of the century, as you will remember, I know
you are a historian, workers said, “We want a 40-hour work week.
We don’t want to work 50 or 60 hours.” One hundred years have
come and gone, new technology, and people are working huge
hours.

What do you think? How can we lower the work week so people
have more time for their kids, can relax, not be so stressed out?

Mr. GREENSPAN. One of the interesting things, Congressman, is
the fact that there was a very dramatic and protracted decline in
the average work week for a number of years, and it stopped. And
there is an interesting issue which I don’t know, the issue as to the
extent to which people do that voluntarily.

You are saying in effect, and I am sure you are quite correct in
this regard, that in certain instances people have been working
more hours because they needed to. But I have always a suspicion
that there is a desire to be working; in other words, that there are
enough areas of our economy where people could very easily be
working fewer hours and having more leisure time and are choos-
ing not to.

Now I don't know what the mix is, but I think it is a very inter-
esting sociological, as well as economic, guestion.

Mr. SANDERS. I would tend to agree with you, but you are cer-
tainly not denying that in many instances people are working
longer hours and their wives are working, who might otherwise
prefer to stay home with the children, not out of—not as something
they want, but as scmething that they have to do?

Mr. GREENSPAN. I am sure that is true.

Mr. SANDERS. I would just ask you, Mr. Chairman, that when we
talk about there being a booming economy, let us not forget that
a lot of folks are not booming and they are working 50 and 60
hours a week.

Mr. GREENSPAN. There is a significant part of our work force who
are not doing well and haven’t been doing well for quite a long pe-
riod of time. I don’t deny that at all.

Mr. SANDERS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman LEACH. [presiding.] Thank you, Mr. Sanders.

Dr. Paul.

Dr. PAUL. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. Greenspan, a lot of economists look to the price of gold as
an indicator and as a monetary tool. It has been reported that you
might even look at the price of gold on occasion.

Last summer on a couple of occasions here when you were talk-
ing before the committees on securities and on derivatives you
mentioned something that was interesting. You said that central
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banks stand ready to sell gold in increasing quantities should the
price rise, which I thought was rather interesting.

Then I followed up with a letter to you to ask you whether or
not our central bank might not be involved in something like that,
in the gold market. And you did answer me and stated that since
the 1930°s the Federal Reserve has had no authority to be involved
with the gold markets.

I am quite confident that the Treasury has authority to be in
gold markets, but you stated that the Federal Reserve did not. But
this contradicts some reports that have been made by some Federal
Reserve officials that said that the New York Fed was very much
involved in the London gold pool from 1961 to 1971. But your an-
swer implied that the Fed has never been involved since the 1930s,
which I think is interesting.

The reason why this could be of importance is that we do know
that our Treasury was supporting a fixed price of gold at $35 an
ounce in the 1960’s, so therefore the price of gold of $35 an ounce
was totally useless in predicting what might happen and what did
happen in the 1970’s. So if central banks stand ready to lease and
sell gold in increasing amounts should the price rise, we are more
or less, you know, in a time when the gold price is probably so-
called fixed; and we do know that the evidence is there that central
banks do loan gold, they sell gold. So could it be that the price of
gold today is less valuable to the economists, who think that gold
could help us, in thinking that maybe we are in a period of time
comparable to what we had in the 1960’s?

Mr. GREENSPAN. | think the price of gold has, over the decades,
been a generally usable indicator of what the level of inflation has
been. Obviously, during the period of an active gold standard,
which was really prior to World War I, the price level pretty much
locked itself in to the gold price. In fact, by definition it did.

The issue of buying and selling gold as the price changes is in-
deed exactly what we used to do. We used to, at a certain thing
called the gold points, which was the price of gold plus the trans-
portation cost differentials, we, that is, the United States Treasury,
stood ready to buy and sell gold at a spread, as indeed all other
participants in the gold standard did. So in that regard that was
exactly what was happening.

But, needless to say, since we have gone off the gold standard,
and especially since 1973, there has been basically a general float
of the dollar vis-a-vis gold, which means that the gold price is like
another commodity’s price.

Nonetheless, like a lot of commodity prices, and perhaps better
than most, it has been useful, in my judgment, in trying to get
some sense of what inflationary pressures have evolved in this
country.

Dr. PAUL. Even if the central banks, who are the major holders
of gold, are willing to sell gold in order to manipulate the price or
hold the price at a certain level? We are not on a gold standard,
so what would the motivation be?

Mr. GREENSPAN. They are not doing it for purposes of fixing the
gold price. They are looking for it to reduce their stock of gold when
they have sold on the grounds that: one, it costs to store the gold;
and, two, it didn’t obtain any interest. So they perceived it to be
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a poor asset to hold. But the purpose was not to manipulate the
price of gold.

Dr. PAUL. Another quick question on another subject, on Argen-
tina. You stated earlier that you have been studying this and will
answer the question about whether Argentina can use the dollar as
their currency. It has been reported that there was a consideration,
and I surely hope this is not true, that the Federal Reserve could
become the lender of last resort, and they would have access to the
discount window.

Along that line, how does it work when a foreign country
dollarizes and they expand their credit through fractional reserve
banking? Does that put an obligation on us and can that interfere
with the dollar’s value?

Mr. GREENSPAN. That is a good gquestion, Congressman. The an-
swer is no. We view monetary policy in the United States as for
the United States. We have no interest in, nor does the Treasury,
of being a lender of last resort outside the United States.

Dr. PauL. Outside the IMF?

Mr. GREENSPAN. The issue of whether or not another country
wishes to use the American dollar as its medium of exchange is
theirs to make. They can do it unilaterally. Panama did. Liberia
did. If they choose to do that, that is their sovereign right to do
that. But we have no obligation in that regard.

Clearly, we do sense some obligation with respect to our Latin
American colleagues for the same reason that we have had rela-
tionships with all of our trading partners. Their interests do con-
cern us, and we would like them to be prosperous. To the extent
that we are helpful in trade negotiations or other negotiations, that
is fine. But lender of last resort, no.

Chairman LEACH, Thank you, Dr. Paul.

Mr. Ryan.

Mr. RYaN. Thank you.

Mr. Greenspan, I would like to ask you to comment on a few
things, but first I would like to go off of that last question. Are you
suggesting that you prefer unilateral dollarization for a country
like Argentina versus giving an arrangement that gives them ac-
cess to the Fed window? You are not advocating a treaty with Ar-
gentina to grant them access to the Fed window, you are suggest-
ing t:,?hat a unilateral dollarization is preferable from our point of
view?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Access to the Fed window I think is nothing ei-
ther we nor our colleagues at the Treasury think is a good idea.
Indeed, we would oppose it.

Dr. PauL. Thank you. That is very informative. Thank you.

1 would like to pull back, broadly speaking, and I would like you
to comment on a few things, namely, the worldwide call for new
currency regimes, both in broad currency unions and in individual
currency regimes. Do you believe that is preferable, to advocate
more currency unions, such as the euro, for areas such as Latin
America?

And in individual nations, what is your preferable currency re-

ime, generally speaking, a peg, a float, a currency board, or uni-
ateral dollarization?
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Mr. GREENSPAN. The change in the international financial struc-
ture has re-raised all of these issues and put them really up front,
whereas they had not been before. There is very considerable de-
bating in the academic community and indeed among central bank-
ers on all of these questions.

The euro is going to be a very interesting experiment. It is going
to teach us an awful lot about how those systems work when you
start from scratch. It has not been tested yet. Obviously, it is going
to take years before there have heen really significant tests in that
system.

We all have a lot of general views as to what the appropriate
currency regimes are. At the moment, most people I would suspect
say that floating is perhaps the least worst of all of the various dif-
ferent——

Mr. Ryan. Do you share that point of view?

Mr. GREENSPAN. I generally do. In other words, I would prefer
to have a stable rates structure. I don’t think it is feasible. If you
can’'t have it and you have a very major set of financial flows, you
are creating all sorts of problems in trying to fix rates, as indeed
many of the emerging nations have exhibited in the last two or
two-and-a-half years.

I think currency boards work on occasion, under certain cir-
cumstances. I think crawling pegs, so to speak, I find not particu-
larly useful. But we are going to know a lot about all of these
things I would say in the next two or three years, because we are
getting to the point where the amount of knowledge we are about
to obtain on how all of this works is increasing very markedly.

Mr. Ryan, Do you believe that we as a member of the G—7 should
encourage other countries such as Russia to legalize the use of
other currencies within their markets?

Mr. GREENSPAN. It is really their judgment. If you are asking me
whether or not they would be helped by an external currency such
as the euro, for example, if they made it work, the answer is un-
questionably, ves.

It is regrettable at this particular point, but their financial sys-
tem is in a high degree of instability. If they could find a way to
make the euro their currency with all of the implications it has,
which are really far more than most people realize-it is not only
the political problems, but a very significant number of economic
and central banking problems that would be involved—if they could
make it work, by definition they would be a far more stable and
far more productive economy. But it is not a simple issue of going
from here to there.

Mr. RyaN. One more quick question. Could you comment directly
on the deflationary signals we are being sent specifically through
gold? The CRB commodity index is at its 24-year low. Do these in-
dications tell you—how do they affect your judgment as far as judg-
ing inflation on the horizon, given these deflationary signals at
home and abroad?

Mr. GREENSPAN. They are one of the indications. In other words,
clearly the general decline or weakness in commodities of every dif-
ferent type has been really quite apparent. It is telling something
broader than what each individual commodity is telling you.
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Having said that, it is important also to remember that commod-
ities are an ever-decreasing part of our economies. That is, high-
tech and more impalpable types of economic products are becoming
ever-increagingly more important, so you have to recognize that
there is a very limited role for commodities as a price indicator, but
it is a useful role. But I would not want to make it as the fun-
damental determinant, because it cannot be.

Mr. RyaN. Because of this change in relationship, are you sug-
gesting that the impact of these commodity indicators on your deci-
sionmaking is changing? Is it lessening with regard to these other
indicators?

Mr. GREENSPAN. I would think so over the years, largely because
the share of commodities in the total economy has been declining.
But they still offer very useful indications for one very important
reason. These prices are available not only daily, but hourly, and
you get sometimes indications of what broader changes are well be-
fore the official data are available. So, in that regard, there is a
timeliness about them which makes them more useful than the just
general weights that one would have in that regard.

Mr. RyaN. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman LEACH. Thank you, Mr. Ryan.

Mrs. Maloney.

Mrs. MALONEY. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

It is always a pleasure to welcome one of the outstanding citizens
from the great State of New York.

Mr. GREENSPAN. Thank you.

Mrs. MALONEY. I have heard you say many times, and the Presi-
dent say many times, that we are moving towards a world econ-
omy. Throughout your remarks you talk about the problems of the
rest of the world. Roughly a third of the rest of the world is experi-
encing a recession.

I would like to know, Mr. Greenspan, what would be the effect
of raising interest rates on these countries, and how much do you
take into consideration the influence on world markets when you
are formulating monetary policy in the United States?

1 read in The Washington Post this weekend that you have to
read so much more now, since you are not just following the Amer-
ican economy, you are following the world economy. I think it is a
stunning statement on the health of our own economy that so much
of the world is having financial difficulties, yet we have not experi-
enced it in our own country. My question is, how much of an em-
phasis do you now place in your decisions on monetary policy, and
what would be the effect of raising interest rates on roughly one-
third of the world that is suffering this recession?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Our interest rates or theirs?

Mrs. MaLONEY. Qurs.

Mr. GREENSPAN. OK. What we do, Mrs. Maloney, is to endeavor
to understand how the world at large is impacting on us. And that
is becoming ever-increasingly more complex; and, as a consequence
of that, I think that we need to spend a good deal more time, as
indeed I am, in trying to understand what is going on out there.

As I said to one of your colleagues earlier, we are learning while
we are doing. In other words, we don’t have simple textbooks at
this stage which suggest exactly how the world works the way we
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sort of thought we did 30 years ago. That means we are functioning
in a manner where we need ever-increasing detail and understand-
ing of the various different cross-currents to get a sense of how it
is going to impact on the United States.

Our central focus on policy is the United States. I don’t deny that
we take considerations of what is going in the rest of the world as
important, because it does impact us. And to the extent that it im-
pacts us, we essentially obviously consider it. Whether we lower or
raise interest rates, the essential focus is our long-term goal, which
is maximum sustainable economic growth in the United States.
And to the extent that we succeed in that, that is the best we can
do for any of our trading partners. Because to the extent that they
rely on our markets, if we are doing well, they are doing well.

I would never want to be concerned about how our individual
policies impact everybody else, because we would never be able to
get a sensible policy for the United States, and I think that would
not be appropriate for us. Indeed, as I read the statutes which give
us the authorities that enable us to function as a central bank, it
is the United States, and solely the United States, which must be
the focus of our policies.

Mrs. MALONEY. In reading the reactions to your comments yes-
terday in Bloomberg and the Wall Street Journal and others, some
of them interpreted your comments as “it might be good, it might
be bad.” The bond markets, as you know, fell. Is that the message
you were trying to send, the reaction of the markets?

Mr. GREENSPAN. I try, with my colleagues, to say what we want
to say, and 1 am speaking for the Board, not for myself, when I
come before this committee, especially in our formal presentations
under the Humphrey-Hawkins Act. I don’t want to go beyond that.
Whether or not people interpret what we are saying the way we
thought they would interpret it, I would say some do, some don’t.
That has just always been the case.

I find more often than not that there are diametrically opposite
intzr}:lretations of what I say, which probably means we have suc-
ceeded.

Mrs. MALONEY. Thank you.

If I could ask one brief question that builds on your former ques-
tion, Mr. Chairman?

Chairman LEACH. I might come back.

Mr. Royce.

Mr. RoyCE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Secretary Greenspan, I remember that some four years ago you
testified before the committee. 1 think we were still running $200
billion budget deficits at that time. You said that if we could slow
the rate of Government spending and bring the budget into bal-
ance, that interest rates would probably fall by 2 full percentage
points at least. Since that time, interest rates have fallen by 3 per-
centage points in terms of the long-term Treasury rate.

Another comment you had made was that the ideal capital gains
rate in terms of economic growth was zero; and, indeed, as we low-
ered the capital gains rate to 20 percent, we have now seen actu-
ally an increase in economic growth and additional revenues come
in.
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So we have a situation now over the last three years where we
have seen the greatest economic growth that we have seen for some
f.ime-—-—qnemployment at a 30-year low, the Federal budget surplus
is growing.

I wondered if you would rank the factors, maybe five factors, that
contributed to this. One would be balancing the budget, presum-
ably. Another might be the capital gains tax cut. Another would be
globalization and that effect, the information revolution, and credi-
ble monetary policies.

Which of these do you think, in ranking order, would be most im-
portant in terms of establishing this 4 percent economic growth a
year, and can we sustain it?

Mr. GREENSPAN. I would say the number one is clearly the fall
in the rate of inflation. Because what we have observed over the
years is that as the inflation rate moves toward price stability, that
the volatility and risk premium associated with inflation falls. That
is a very positive contribution.

Technology has also been a crucial issue. That is the result of
synergies of previous technologies which are not easy to forecast
but which invariably have had a major effect.

I think, but I don’t know for sure, that the capital gains tax re-
duction engendered increased revenues, but what obviously even
more increased revenues than that was the fact that, as inflation
declined, long-term risk declined, and the markup on long-term
earnings rose, which led to a huge increase in asset prices, specifi-
cally equity prices. That obviously had a major impact, as best we
can judge, on the revenues, which has moved us into a significant
surplus on the unified budget at this particular point.

It is very difficult to make judgments of exactly how the capital
gains tax impacts on the economy. My major point four years ago,
and indeed it is today, is I find it a not particularly useful means
of raising revenue. Irrespective of what its impact is, I would say
it is not a good way to raise revenue, because it is directly on cap-
ital—capital is where we get increasing standards of living.

Mr. RoYCE. Let me ask you zbout one of the worries that I have.
Let me ask you how you react to the concern that the savings rate
arguably would have to continue to go lower since the other drags
on the economy such as the rising trade deficit and slowing global
demand means that growth here depends on continued consumer
spending. How do you react to that?

Mr. GREENSPAN. I think you are raising the basic issue a number
of people have raised; namely, that the spreading out, the decline
in the private savings rate and the continuation of very strong cap-
ital investment is stretching the financial funding system, and
something has to give, and indeed, something will give at one point
or another. It is hard to know exactly how it is going to rebalance.

Our judgment, and it is a judgment which we recognize has un-
certainties associated with it, is that the level of consumption
growth, which has been extraordinarily strong, will slow down. In-
deed, that is the essential content of my prepared remarks.

We believe also that the dramatic expansion and capital invest-
ment will slow down to a more long-term sustainable path, and
that will close the gap between private savings and investment.
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The presumption is that public savings, largely through the sur-
plus in the unified budget account, will continue. That offsets this
gap in large part, as indeed does the current account deficit. But—
then that has to all close and balance. That is true by just the na-
ture of the fact that savings must equal investment at all times in
our economy.

Something will give. Something will eventually change the pat-
tern. But there are a number of different ways that that can hap-

pen.

Mr. RoYCE. Thank you, Chairman Greenspan.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman LEACH. Thank you, Mr. Chairman and Mr. Royce.

Mr. Bentsen.

Mr. BENTSEN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman Greenspan, I have about three questions I would like
to get to you. The first is maybe more of a statement based upon
some earlier comments of both the Chairman and then Mr. McCol-
lum with respect to the Wall Street Journal, and I didn’t read the
opinion piece that was discussed.

But looking at the Fed's February 23rd Monetary Report, I think
the answer that you gave, and I just want to verify this, you
wouldn’t support borrowing to pay for tax cuts or new spending, for
that matter, is that correct? D¢ you think that is an inefficient use
of resources?

Mr. GREENSFAN. I think that, in line with the statements I have
made before this committee on many occasions in the past, I be-
lieve that we would be far better off with lower levels of spending
and lower levels of taxes.

I do think that having a budget deficit is not a good idea, and
hav‘ivlﬁ1 lower debt is a good idea as far as long-term economic
gro is concerned. I don’t know whether that responds to your
question.

Mr. BENTSEN. But spending surplus on tax cuts or new spending
in lieu of paying down publicly-held debt does have a cost associ-
ated with it, the carrying cost of that debt, correct?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Yes.

Mr. BENTSEN. And you would be opposed to that?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Under most circumstances, I am usually in
favor of reducing taxes, as I am reducing Government expendi-
tures.

In today’s environment, where we have the economy going flat
out at this particular point and we have a substantial unified budg-
et surplus, from an economic policy point of view I envisage the
best thing that we can do at this particular stage is to allow that
surplus to run.

What that means, of course, is that the debt to the public de-
clines, interest costs on that debt decline and, in my judgment, that
contributes to lower long-term interest rates.

Mr. BENTSEN. Your report also—and.I am going to have one
other question I want to try to get in. Your report also indicates
that social insurance tax receipts as a source of Federal revenue in-
creased by 6 percent in step with growth and wages and salaries.
That is as a result of increased profit, I would assume. In part that
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is helping raise personal income. I think that is what you are say-
ing in your statement.

s that also a reflection—or is it too early to tell if that is a re-
flection of increasing the gross national savings rate by booking the
surplus and paying down the debt?

Mr. GREENSPAN. No, I think it is more likely at this stage the
result of the fairly dramatic increases in productivity which have
been occurring in large part, as I indicated in my prepared re-
marks, as a consequence of the rate of return on new investments
rising. So that, as productivity rises, as nominal wages and salaries
rise, you pick up increased Social Security taxes and other types
of taxes on the wage base.

Mr. BENTSEN. In the long run, that should be helpful to the trust
funds, though, correct?

My, GREENSPAN. Yes, of course.

Mr. BENTSEN. Let me ask, and I hope you get to testify before
the committee on the budget. It may be that we go ahead and mark
up a budget without this, with only one set ofg hearings. But be-
cause there are a number of—I would like to talk to you in more
detail about the President’s proposal at the appropriate time, but
I am not going to bring that up here.

Let me talk about another issue with respect to the oil economy.
In your report, a lot of times you state what the level of imports
is with respect to oil. I didn’t find it, but I may have skipped over
it.

Previously, we have seen imports rising to the 50 percent level
of consumption. [ would assume that it is greater than that now
with the world oil glut. We have discussed this before, but I would
like to raise it again.

You also state in your testimony, I believe, that a decline in oil
prices, which are at the lowest level in a 25-year span, I think, and
particularly at the retail level, was unlikely to recur.

So 1 guess you are projecting—and I have a two-part question.
I guess you are projecting that you think oil prices and, thus, gas
prices, will start a trend back up, although we haven’t seen any
evidence of that so far.

Second of all, as we get to the 60 percent, or whatever the level
of imports is, and we see not just a decline in production in the
United States, but an elimination of production capability through
more rigs going off-line, the capping of marginal wells, where the
recovery cost goes up quite dramatically to bring those capital
items back into line, are we looking at the possibility of a transfer
of wealth in our oil production capabilities outside the United
States, and is that something we should be more concerned about
than the usual concern of competitive or comparative advantage in
means of production?

Mr. GREENSPAN. We are merely reflecting in the oil price essen-
tially what the futures markets are showing. In other words, West
Texas Intermediate, as you know, is selling at a premium in the
far distant months, and that is the best guess that we can make
at this particular point.

But as you have experienced more than most anyone around
here, those prices fluctuate, because it is very tough to get a good
fix on the balance of world crude oil supply and demand because

Digitized for FRASER
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis



37

there are so many players; not only producers, but huge numbers
of consumers all over the world. It is a major international com-
modity.

The issue of how we deal with our resources, the clear problem
that we have, obviously, is that the cost of producing crude in the
Middle East, specifically in Saudi Arabia, is very significantly
below our marginal costs, even among our best wells and our best
fields.

We have to make the judgment, and I guess we do it by implica-
tion, about what we wish to do about that. And the general judg-
ment is that we are allowing the market to do what the markets
do, namely, allocate resources to various different places of produc-
tion.

The consequence of that has been, as you point out, a fairly sig-
nificant contraction in strip oil production in the United States,
which continues. The rigs in operation have fallen very signifi-
cantly, and basically because the incentives to find new oil or gas,
for that matter, at these prices is clearly far less than it has been.

It is pretty easy to define what the nature of the problem is. It
is another issue altogether to get a rational national policy to ad-
dress it, or whether a national policy is even appropriate. I think
that is an issue which has always engaged the Congress as long
as I remember, and I suspect that will continue to be the case.

Mr. BENTSEN. You are not willing to give an opinion as to wheth-
er or not there ought to be a national policy, or what that might
be? With respect to oil and gas?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Frankly, Congressman, I lived through too
many national oil policies which didn’t work all that well that my
enthusiasm is less than terrific.

Mr. BENTSEN. Thank you.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman LEACH. My apologies to Mr. Goode, but Mr. Watt was
here at the beginning of the hearing. Let me just say the order will
be Mr. Watt, Mr. Goode, and then we will come to Mr. Sherman.,

Mr. Watt.

Mr. WATT. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I have three areas that I
would like to get Mr. Greenspan’s comment on,

First of all, 10 or 15 years ago we heard a lot of comment and
concern about the balance of trade, and there seems to be, as we
have moved toward a world economy, less and less concern about
that, less and less discussion of it, at least. I wonder if you might
comment briefly on the growing deficit, trade deficit balance and
the impact, either good or bad or indifferent.

Second, there is a proposal on the table that the President ad-
dressed in his State of the Unicn Address to increase the minimum
wage. I would like to get your opinion about what, if any, impact
that would have on the continuing movement in the economy.

Third, obviously, given historical patterns, we can’t continue to
go on like the economy has been going. I am wondering what im-
pact you see if there is a slowdown in the economy for the last
hired in this employment cycle and typically the most vulnerable
people who are probably the least skilled and more likely to lose
their jobs if there is a slowdown.
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If you could comment briefly on those three things, it would help
me to evaluate all the perspectives and probably help me to have
some more intelligent discussions with my constituents when I go
back home, also.

Mr. GREENSPAN. Well, Mr, Watt, I think you raised really an in-
teresting 3uestion, because I think you are right, that the concerns
about trade are less than they were 15 years ago. My suspicion is
that there is a greater acceptance that we are living in a world
economy and that trade is a crucial element in that.

It is possibly also the case that there is an increasing acceptance
of the fact that—what most economists think is demonstrable—
namely, that standards of living do really rise with the division of
labor and trade that goes with it.

The issue of the trade deficit, which is rising, is a complex ques-
tion at this particular stage because there are two issues that are
really relevant here. One is that the trade balance and its financ-
ing—one of the characteristics of this trade balance or the trade
deficit is that it is in part engendered by the fact that there has
been a fairly strong demand for U.S. dollars, especially drawn into
the United States to supplement what has been meager domestic
savings.

If you have a lot of foreign savings coming into the United
States, it necessarily means that you are also having a current ac-
count deficit, and that it is hard to know how the whole system is
directly being put together because we only see the end result of
that.

But we are very much aware and spend a good deal of time fo-
cusing on this interaction to understand how our economy is behav-
ing and, therefore, what is the appropriate monetary policy.

ith respect to the minimum wage, I will repeat what I men-
tioned to your colleagues who have asked similar questions, My
concern with the minimum wage is that the evidence that we have
seen over the years very clearly indicates that young teenagers are
the ones whose employment seems to be significantly impacted by
that. It wouldn’t be in today’s environment. The demand for labor
is s0 strong that anybody who wants a job has a very considerable
chance in getting it, and I doubt very much if the minimum wage
is having an important impact.

I am concerned, however, the next time the economy softens, be-
cause not only would a higher minimum wage tend to price out of
the market the number of teenagers who want to get on the lower
rungs of the ladder of learning how to get into the business world,
get on-the-job trainiﬁ and the like, but knocking them off the lad-
der is not very helpful.

Which gets to your third issue, which is one that I think we all
struggle with with respect to hiring policies and who gets laid off
when the economy weakens. That clearly is not a problem today.
On the contrary, what we have seen is a fairly dramatic increase
of employment of those with less than high school educations; that
we are seeing for the first time significant absorption of a lot of
people who were not capable of getting on the lower rung of the
ladder and work their way up who are now being able to do that.

1 would be concerned ti{at the next time the economy weakens
that it is going to reverse, which is one of the reasons why we be-
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lieve that it is very important to keep this economy going as long
as we can in the context of stability. Because, clearly, the longer
time people have to get on-the-job training, the more likely they
are to be continued to be employed when the economy inevitably
slows down, and that is inevitably going to be the case.

So it is a set of tough decisions, but policy has never been easy.
It has gotten likely to be less easy because of the new complexities
with which we are dealing.

Mr. WATT. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman LEACH. Thank you, Mr, Watt.

Mr. Goode.

Mr. GOODE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Much has been said about the economy being good, and my area
is one of the weaker areas, The seniors are all concerned, or many
are concerned, about their Social Security checks. I know that you
stated that you would not be in favor of the Social Security reve-
nues being invested in common stocks. Is that right?

Mr. GREENSPAN. Yes.

Mr. GOODE. How about investing in corporate bonds, AA and
AAA? Would you still have a similar reservation?

Mr. GREENSPAN. My major concern, Congressman, is that unless
you increase national savings in the process, to the extent that you
increase the rate of return on Social Security investments you de-
crease the rate of return exactly the same amount in the private
sector, where people’s savings are largely for retirement as well.

So in the broadest sense, merely shifting who invests in what
will change what each individual pool is earning, but it is by no
means clear that it increases the total amount of monies available
for retirement of our population when it goes to retirement age.

So my main concern with all of this type of discussion is that
somehow it appears as though there is a free lunch here. There is
not. If it actually increased national savings in the process, then
it is a different issue. But I can find no reason that is of a positive
nature to change the pattern of Social Security investments, be-
cause it can only be by switching the investments with the ele-
ments in the private sector, which essentially are also for the pur-
pose of creating retirement income. 1 think it gives a sense of well-
being to the Social Security Trust Fund which is unreal, and 1
think that is a mistake as far as national policy is concerned.

Mr. GOoDE. To follow up, then, would your answer be similar if
we switched the bonds for the future from non-negotiable in the So-
cial Security Trust Fund to negotiable and if you made your check
for your 6.2 employee and your 6.2 employer tax payable to the So-
cial Security fund instead of the U.S, Treasury, like it is now?

Mr. GREENSPAN. I am not sure about the last, which I am not
familiar with, but I will say that whether or not you are holding
marketable securities or special issues doesn't matter in the slight-
est. It is the same security.

Mr. GooDE. Which would you—do you think—I know a lot of the
sentors in my area would feel safer if the check for the Social Secu-
rity taxes was made payable to the U.S. Social Security fund and
there was a real fund instead of the U.S. Treasury.

Mr. GREENSPAN. I think there is no doubt that there is an impor-
tant question here about whether the trust fund should be split off
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from the budget. I think there is a good argument to be made of
really takin% Social Security off-budget. We do it in a mechanical
sense now, but when you negotiate with respect to the issue of
what expenditures are and taxes are, you think wholly in terms of
the unified budget, or almost wholly in terms of it. All of the agree-
ments, all the deals, all the caps and the pay-goes, they are all uni-
fied budget.

If you took Social Security fully off-budget, made it a special
trust fund, even investing in U.S. Treasury securities, and dealt
with the on-budget issue, [ think we would get a higher rate of sav-
ings in this country. That in my judgment is crucial.

Mr. GoODE. That would be good?

Mr, GREENSPAN. Yes, indeed.

Chairman LEACH. Thank you, Mr. Goode.

Mr. Sherman.

Mr. SHERMAN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

I have a brief amount of time. I would like to comment on a cou-
ple of the exchanges, and then ask the question I came to ask.

I know that Mr. Watt asked about the trade imbalance. I would
point out that during this there has been a tendency to always
blame America for the trade imbalance. First, we were told our
products were no good, and then our autos got better.

Then we were told our Federal Government was no good because
we were fiscally irresponsible, and there was a direct correlation
between the budget deficit and the trade deficit, and now we are
the most fiscally responsible Government in the developed world.

I think ultimately our trade imbalance is, in large part, the re-
sponsibility of our trade negotiators, who have taken the position
that we would like the honor of defending the world for free and
are willing to make major trade concessions in order to obtain that
honor.

But rather than ask the Chairman to address that, I am going
to have the honor of asking those same questions to the Secretary
of State Albright tomorrow.

I do also want to comment on the exchange with Mr. Goode. 1
know that the Chairman has been a supporter of a capital gains
tax reduction or elimination, and I would say in my 15 years of ex-
perience as a tax lawyer and CPA no one ever was influenced by
me on the spending-saving decision. They are influenced by the tax
law and their tax advisors, only on what to invest, in the decision.

For us to give the rich major tax incentives to move their money
from debt instruments to equity instruments because that is alleg-
edly important for the economy, but then to say that it does not
help the economy when the Social Security Trust Fund does the
same thing is somewhat baffling.

I tend to think that nothing we do, at least with the clientele I
serve, the upper income that could afford my fees, will influence
the trade-spend decision. First, they bought the Rolls-Royce; then
they drove it to my office and told me how much money they had
to invest.

But what I want to turn to is Mrs. Maloney’s questions about the
effect that the Fed’s decisions have internationally, because I think
when the history of the latter part of this decade are written, there
are two possible histories.
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One will be the % e of Greenspan,” a discussion of how America
finally found fiscal discipline and created long-term low inflation-
ary growth. The other will be a history that America fiddled
around with its domestic economy while ignoring the fact that Rus-
sia was disintegrating.

I grew up in the 1960’s when the bumper stickers, along with the

ce sign, said that “One nuclear bomb could ruin your whole
day.” In the language of this committee, I would say that “One
thermonuclear explosion can adversely 1mpact your entire fiscal
quarter.”

Obviously, the primary focus of the Fed has to be non-inflation-
ary growth for the U.S. economy, but reasonable minds have dif-
fered by as much as 50 basis points on what the right course is.
Within that reasonable range, the question is, is there anything
that U.S. monetary policy could do to reduce the likelihood that
Russia will continue to disintegrate? Would a reduction in Amer-
ican interest rates allow the Russian government to survive, which
is important for the Russian people, but to continue to control its
nuclear weapons?

If so, would the Fed view that as an important goal, or will we
have the first non-inflationary period of growth of 10, 15 years in-
terrupted sometime next decade when we find out that several
hundred nuclear weapons have leaked out of Russia and that a few
of them had exploded in American cities?

Mr. GREENSPAN. It is not conceivable to me that anything that
we in the Federal Reserve could do in either raising or lowering in-
terest rates would have any material effect on the Russian finan-
cial system. They have very serious problems, as you know, and
they are strug a%hng with them.

At the usual G-7 meeting over the weekend, a group of us in
Frankfurt met with our Soviet colleagues, or rather, our Russian
colleagues, and it was a very interesting discussion. Very interest-
ing discussions were going on.

Mr. SHERMAN. I think we are all acutely aware of the issue of
the existence of nuclear warheads in an economic environment
which is deteriorating, and the maintenance of the system to make
sure that those systems are in sound order is not cheap. They have
a very large system. Th?lr have very large requirements; and they
have, as everyone has indicated, a very difficult problem.

To the extent that they have difficult problems, you don't think
25 or 50 points on world interest rates—their prob ems are so ex-
treme that it is not at the margin, where it pencils out—it is not
that kind of decision?

Mr. GREENSPAN. No, it is not. It may have been three or four
years ago when they were actually coming back. The price of oil de-
clining actually really did a great deal of damage to their economic
recovery. But now I would say that the issues are far more fun-
damental and essentially things which they are going to have to
themselves get resolved.

Mr. SHERMAN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chélirman LEAcH. Thank you very much. We have had our last
round.

The gentleman from California would like to ask one brief follow-
on question. I have, of course, asked about the price of corn, Mr,
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Bentsen the price of oil. I assume your concern is artichokes and
eggplants out there.

Mr. RovcE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Those will be submitted
for the record.

One last question. History has not had happy results with cen-
tral governments investing taxpayer dollars into the market. Italy
in the 1930’s comes to mind. But one of the experiments we have
seen over the last few years, maybe 18 years ago, was written get-
ting its taxpayers through a choice in the individual social security
accounts system, a choice in investing some of their savings for
their retirement into the marketplace. The choice, the decision not
being made by the Federal Government, but instead being made
under constraints that it he in some AAA bonds and blue chip
stocks, that this be controlled by some means by the Government.
But, nevertheless, that then arguably helped handle an anemic
savings rate. Some of the states did this because their own social
security systems were changing as a result of demographic changes
in the population, Chile and England being two.

What would your thoughts be, theoretically, on, as we move for-
ward on this debate on Social Security, allowing some element of
choice to the individual to make such investments in blue chip
stocks and bonds of sound investments?

Mr. GREENSPAN. The crucial determinant is whether or not the
process increases the national savings rate. | have always argued
that if you move funds into private either defined contribution or
defined benefit plans, that the re%uirement that they be fully fund-
ed, or at least the defined benefit would be fully funded, in my
judgment would make it easier to get a higher savings rate, and
that therefore I support it for that reason.

I think that there are a lot of arguments that I have heard for
private investments which I don’t find persuasive. But the issue of
full funding is to me a crucial one, and a higher savings rate would
be implicit in that. I have always supported that, supported a sig-
nificant part of Social Security moving into the private sector for
precisely that reason.

Mr. ROYCE. Arguably over the next 20 years this could help
change the negative savings rate into a positive rate? I know we
have seen that in some countries.

Mr. GREENSPAN. I would think so. [ would think that, in fact,
that is precisely what I am saying would happen, and I would hope
it would be, in fact, the case.

Mr. RoYCE. Thank you, Mr. Greenspan.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman LEACH. Thank you.

Mr. Chairman, I have several more guestions, but I really think
we appreciate your coming, and this would be a good time to bring
this to an end. We appreciate your perspective, and we thank you
and your staff for your assistance on a host of issues.

Is there anything you want to say in conclusion?

Mr. GREENSPAN. No, thank you very much. I think it has been
a most interesting session today.

Chairman LEACH. Thank you. The hearing is adjourned.

[Whereupon, at 12:48 p.m., the hearing was adjourned.]
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Statement by Representative James A. Leach
Chairman, Committee on Banking and Plnanclal Services
Humphrey-Hawkings Hearing with Testimony from Alan Greenspan

The Committee meets today to receive the semianaual repont of the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System on
the conduct of monctary policy and the state of the economy, a8 mandated in the Full Employment and Balanced Growth Act
of 1978.

Chai G 1 blcklotheﬂuuseBmkmgCumm It has long been my view that no Committes has a
greater oversight obligation than this C mﬂlm]nnsdxcumwerﬂ:eFederulRueweBoardmdm:onductnf
monehrypohcylnordetdwall" hers may have an opp y to G pan, it is the intention of
to limit to the Chai and Ranking Memix ofﬂnﬁ:llconmumeuwu]ludm
SuboommeonDnmucnndInmahomlewPohcy All other op will be included for the record.
In this regard, it has come to my ion that the semi { report on policy and the state of the
economy is ommgmymhmpwkschcdlﬂedwmmmnmemdcﬂhu mdnllmsmhmlwou]dlﬂ:em
muMmbmofMCmmumeﬂluwemworkm;clmelywnhttho\m to rectify this issue on 3 timely
basis. But, whether or not there regular Congressional review of the Fed's conduct
ofmmmypohcy,:twwldbeﬂm(:ommsmmmmmﬁe@umof&eﬂwﬂofﬁomwmmguhﬂy
onﬂumleufﬂnecunomylndtthederﬂRmves licies to sustain growth and p the fullest credible
employment of the American work force
Thsecombm;uonoflmcducaplmedﬁscdpohcyr ! d by Congr nndthcyu dentiad stewardship of monetary
policy by the Federal Reserve Board has the longest p dern U.S. history. The facts speak
for themselves: the laymmtntellma” ymlnw inflation is a1 & 33 ymlow.mﬂnunm:yprusm

subdued, and the federal et surplus is In this reinforcing cycle, low infl and low real interest rates have
produced rising real wages for the American ﬁ’l‘hmmlmmme particularly the fact that the federal budget has

mwedﬁ'nmadeﬁmwnnphnposmmmems tmmﬂlikeﬂmshnnﬁusmSocnlSecumymbecmdiblyadd:used
without

Intm.sconuxt]etme_]ustmﬂmu(mwmmofmcf‘ jttee of igh y policy that I take a5 the
of ot the of g the i d of the chm:l Reserve System, which I consider to be

the 20t cenmry s most innovative institutional addition to the science of government at the national level.

There are, of course, arcas of concern such as the decline in personal savings, potential decline in US business investment,
the size of the U.S. cuarent account deficit, and the wildcard of the Y2K computer problem and its potential effect on the
economy.

From a Midwestern agricultural pcrspecnve,ﬂmreupm‘hmlarconcmbmughubuutby falling commwodity prices in
soybeans and hogs, together with in many U1.5. 2 tural export markets. These conditions,
working together, mwruhnghavoconthchvchhoodofmcasf ily farmets, The government mmst be, it secms to
this Member, more active in developing and expanding exports markets. At the same time, banks in the agriculture heartland
of America lreohl.:gawdtopmwde credit extensions where possible to belp farmers preserve their livelihood.
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Inmnglohlemxt,thcmkl dent on 1.5, gowdll‘orlndmhxp The American
,Mclosew-t%dnmglws ite a large expansion of the trade
deﬁm, mnkm some erosion of corporute profits. Despite Monetary Union, Europe

wrmdmlymdeamwdldurmglm Across the Pacific, Japan continnes to suffer from a lex amay
ofmlhtmymkand:ﬁmhmuhwvemvetymﬂuwfum Meanwhﬂc,mchofﬂmdevelupmg d is
suffering directly ormdn-ecﬂyﬁmﬁeeﬁwﬂofﬂmtrsmgnnrkﬂmxulhtbegmmﬂmmofl”?

Th:mmlmedmdiﬂfwshbﬂiﬁh#bdl}’ sglﬂhnlfmmculmarkﬂs,butnuselfevmmmtmus should not
of i with our friends and allies on strategies to advance
m:mhleecunmcgmwﬂluamnul myedlenlofldvmcmgglobll economic growth and stability. New prudential
lem-solving on issues like contagion, moral hazard, and private sector
bmdm-lhlmgandaﬂcglmmﬂmmleoflawneodwbedcvelopedbefumﬂwglobaluendww democracy and open
markets is placed in serious jeopardy.

It appears that there is some progress toward a "new financial architecture,” albeit on an incremental as opposed to systemic

[humgﬂmhstCong!mﬂmekmgConmﬂbemghtwworkcomuvelymlhm:‘&dmmummnmddm}?ed&nl
Reacrve on national interest issues such as internati 1 reform lenishment of the IMF. New Members
llmldhelwueﬂmdmmglheIMmCmgmﬁuCumthdﬁupmmdworkfonmhmmuuveandconmuous

oversight of the IMF, especially with regard to progress on

In this regard, however, last November's dubi conceived assista kage for Brazil and a looming new ctisis in
lllmnweum.lmbero d:ﬁcu.llqunstlms Onetelatuwmcevolunonoflhcmrasadszmlmduofhs:mmAmmer
:ehtum b hether it was zound policy for the U.S. to champion the defense of a Brazili
exchange regarded as untenable, with public money. Wlﬂuespec:wkmmwhwhmonmlum ice of
dehmmgunn:emmlob memewevenmo:em wﬂ]thewm:eqmmdiblemu-onnupm 1
hefotenextuldimwn{l’hmsotwf?m is d to be g in assisting the Russian people

historic transition from bui if assistance sitnply to the transfer of public funds
]mﬂbpochﬁ:mlegmmcnecmbemadgfurmdmgmycumky

To conchade, this Committes is looking to Chairman Greenspan for guidance on these difficult questions. As always, we are
defighted to have you with us and look forward to a lively discussion.
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House Banking Committee
Humphrey-Hawkins Hearing
Wednesday, February 24, 1999

Mr. Chairman, thank you for the opportunity to submit this statement for
the record on Chairman Greenspan’s monetary policy report on the state of
our economy. Once again, our economy seems to be growing. After eight
consecutive years of econotic expansion, and contrary to the predictions
of many economic experts, our national output continues to grow in a
climate free of debilitating inflation.

If the Federal Reserve can continue to keep a tight collar on inflation
through its judicious control of the money stock, there is no reason why
future economic growth should not emulate recent growth; why fiture
employment opportunities should not continue to be available to all who
want to work at decent wages; and why investments in the stock market
should not continue to provide double-digit rates of return.

The economic projections for this year are encouraging and seem to
indicate housing activity will continue to spearhead the gains in domestic
demand. If business investment of the recent past can continue unabated
into the future without the shackles of increased government regulation (the
“hidden” tax) or of increased explicit taxation such as profits taxes and
capital gains taxes, Congress will have done well to encourage economic
growth and to secure the nation's fitture.

One issue of some concern to the future of our economy is that of tax cuts.
Broad, across-the-board tax cuts on individual incomes will help to return
hard earned money back to the working families who earned it. Last year,
Republicans fought to pass H.R. 4579, a bill which proposed to reduce
individual taxes by an estimated $80 bitlion over five years. HR. 4579,
also provided a tax reduction for married couples, to reduce the so-called
"marriage tax penalty." H.R. 4579 also extended a number of temporary tax
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benefits that had recently expired or that were due to expire ("extenders").
In addition, H.R. 4579 provided several tax benefits for savings, investing,
educatton, and small businesses. Finally, H.R. 4579 contained little in the
way of revenue-raising offsets; its cuts would be funded out of expected
budget surpluses.

Sadly, President Clinton's threat to veto H.R. 4579 killed all efforts to
further invigorate the American economy and to provide more and better
opportunities to the tax burdened and hard working citizens of our country.
It is my hope this baton will be taken up, and carried across the finish line
in the 106th Congress.
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Opening Statement of Rep. Frank Mascara
Before the Committee on Banking and Financial Institutions
Receiving Testimony from Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan
February 24, 1999

Thank you Mr. Chairman for appearing before our Committee today. 1
believe your biannual appearances here are very helpful to the members on
this Commuttee, as well as to the country at large.

1t is very reassuring to hear about the strength of our nation’s economy.
I am concemed, however, about the status of our trade imbalance and the
effects of illegal foreign trade in my area.

‘While the national economy is performing well, the effects of illegal
steel imports is hurting the economy of Southwestern Pennsylvania. In direct
violation of international trade law, subsidized stee} is being sold below profit
in the United States at the expense of the American steeiworker.

1 sense that while the President and others in the administration would
like to deal with the unfair trade practices of our trading partners from around
the world, they are fearful of doing so concerned about international financial
instability.

Mr. Chairman, given the strength of our economy, and the need for
certain foreign countries to trade with the United States to lift themselves out
of recession, doesn’t it make sense for the U.S. to press for trade fairness
now, particularly in the case of the steel industry?

Shouldn’t we be negotiating from a position of strength when foreign
countries suffering from recession urgently need export markets. Do you not
believe we should demand fairness from our trading pariners who so
desperately need access to our markets, particularly in the case of the steel

industry?

Mr. Chairman, I commend your effectiveness in helping to guide our
economy to its present status of unprecedented growth. I just hope that this
economic success does not come at the expense of the American steelworker.
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Questions for Chairman Greenspan:

1. Mr. Chairman, given the strength of our economy, and the need for
certain foreign countries to trade with the United States to lift themselves
out of recession, doesn’t it make sense for the U.S. to press for trade
faimess now, particularly in the case of the steel industry?

2. Mr. Chairman, Shouldn’t we be negotiating from a position of strength
when foreign countries suffering from recession urgently need export
markets?
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Mr. Chairman and members of the Committee, I appreciate the opportunity to present the
Federal Reserve’s semi-annual report on monetary policy.

The U.S. cconomy over the past year again performed admirably. Despite the challenges
presented by severe economic downturns in a number of foreign countries and episodic financial
turmeil abroad and at home, our real GDP grew about 4 percent for a third straight year. In 1998,
2-3/4 million jobs were created on net, bringing the total increase in payrolls to more than 18
million during the current economic expansion, which late last year became the longest in U.S.
peacetime history. Unemployment edged down further to a 4-1/4 percent rate, the lowest since
1970.

And despite taut labor markets, inflation also fell to its lowest rate in many decades by
some broad measures, although a portion of this decline owed to decreases in oil, commodity,
and other import prices that are unlikely to be repeated. Hourly labor compensation adjusted for
inflation posted further impressive gains. Real compensation gains have been suppotted by
robust advances in labor productivity, which in turn have partly reflected beavy investment in
plant and equipment, often embodying innovative technologics.

Can this favorable performance be sustained? In many respects the fundamental
underpinnings of the recent U.S, economic performance are strong. Flexible markets and the
shift to surplus on the books of the federal government are facilitating the build-up in cutting-
edge capital stock. That biiild-up in tum is spawning rapid advances in productivity that are
helping to keep inflation weli behaved. The new technologies and the optimism of consumers
and investors are supporting asset prices and sustaining spending.

But, after eight years of economic expansion, the economy appears stretched in a number

of dimensions, implying considerable upside and downside risks to the economic outlook., The
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robust increase of production has been using up our nation’s spare labor resources, suggesting
that recent strong growth in spending cannot continue without a pickup in inflation unless labor
productivity growth increases significantly further. Equity prices are high enough to raise
questions about whether shares are overvalued. The debt of the household and business sectors
has mounted, as has the external debt of the country as a whole, reflecting the deepening current
account deficit. ' We remain vulnerable to rapidly changing conditions cverseas, which, as we
saw last summer, can be transmitted to U.S. markets quickly and traumatically. I will be
commenting on many of these issues as I review the developments of the past year and the
prospects going forward. In light of all these risks, monetary policy must be ready to move
quickly in either direction should we perceive imbalances and distortions developing that could
undermine the economic expansion.

Recent Developments

A hallmark of our economic performance over the past vear was the continuing sharp
expansion of business investment spending. Competitive global markets and persisting techno-
logical advances both spurred the business drive to become more efficient and induced the price
declines for many types of new equipment that made capital spending more attractive.

Business success in enhancing productivity and the expectation of still further, perhaps
accelerated, advances buoyed poblic optimism about profit prospects, which contributed to
another sizable boost in equity prices. Rising household wealth aleng with strong growth in real
income, related to better pay, slower inflation, and expanding job opportunities, boosted

consumption at the fastest clip in a decade and a half. The gains in income and wealth last year,
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along with a further decrease in mortgage rates, also prompted considerabie activity in the
housing sector.

The impressive performance of the private sector was reflected in a continued improve-
ment in the federal budget. Burgeening receipts, along with continuing restraint on federal
spending, produced the first unified budget surplus in thirty years, allowing the Treasury to begin
to pay down the federal debt held by the public. This shift in the federal government’s fiscal
position has fostered an increase in overali naticnal saving as a share of GDP to 17-1/4 percent
from the 14-1/2 percent low reached in 1993, This rise in national saving has helped to hold
down real interest rates and to facilitate the financing of the boom in private investment
spending.

Foreign savers have provided an additional source of funds for vigorous domestic
investment. The counterpart of our high and rising current account deficit has been ever faster
increases in the net indebtedness of U.S. residents to foreigners. The rapid widening of the
current account deficit has some disquieting aspects, especially when viewed in a longer-term
context. Foreigners presumably will not want to raise indefinitely the share of their portfolios in
clairns on the United States. Should the sustainability of the buildup of our foreign indebtedness
come into question, the exchange value of the dollar may well decline, imparting pressures on
prices in the United States.

In the recent economic environment, however, the widening of the trade and current
account deficits had some beneficial aspects. It provided a safety valve for strong U.S. domestic
demand, thereby helping to restrain pressuzes on U.S. resources. It also cushioned, to some

extent, economic weakness in our trading partners.
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Moreover, decreasing import prices, which partly came from the appreciation of the
dollar through mid-summer, contributed to low overall U.S. inflation, as did ample manufactur-
ing capacity in the United States and lower prices for oil and other commodities stemming from
the weak activity abroad. The marked drop in energy prices significantly contributed to the
subdued, less than 1 percent, increase in the price index for total personal consumption expendi-
tures during 1998. In addition, supported by rapid accumaulation of more efficient capital, the
growth of labor productivity picked up last year, allowing nominal labor compensation to post
another sizable gain without putting added upward pressure on costs and prices. I shall return to
an analysis of the extraordinary performance of inflation later in my remarks.

The Federal Open Market Committee conducted monetary policy last year with the aim of
sustaining the remarkable combination of economic expansion and low inflation. At its meetings
from March to July, the inflation risks accompanying the continued strength of domestic demand
and the tightening of labor markets necessitated that the FOMC place itself on heightened
inflation alert. Although the FOMC kept the nominal federal funds rate unchanged, it allowed
the reai funds rate to rise with continuing declines in inflation and, presumably, inflation
expectations. In August, the FOMC returned to an unbiased policy predilection in response to
the adverse implications for the U.S. outlook of worsening conditions in foreign economies and
in global financial markets, including our own.

Shortly thereafter, a further deterioration in financial market conditions began to pose 2
more serjous threat to economic stability. In the wake of the Russian crisis and subsequent
difficulties in other emerging-market economies, investors perceived that the uncertaintics in

financial markets had broadened appreciably and as a consequence they became decidedly more
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tisk averse. Safe-haven demands for U.S. Treasury securities intensified at the expense of
private debt securitics. As a result, quality spreads escalated dramatically, especially for lower-
rated issuers. Many financial markets tomed illiquid, with wider bid-asked spreads and
heightened price velatility, and issuance was disrupted in some private securities markets. Even
the liquidity in the market for seasoned issues of U.S. Treasury securities dried up, as investors
shifted toward the more actively traded, recently issued securities and dealers pared inventories,
fearing that heightened price volatility posed an unaccepiable risk to their capital.

Responding to tosses in foreign financial markeis and to pressures from counterparties,
highly leveraged investors began to unwind their positions, which further weighed on market
conditions. As credit became less available to business borrowers in capital markets, their
demands were redirected to commercial banks, which reacted to the enlarged borrowing, and
more uncertain business prospects, by tightening their standards and terms on such lending.

To cushion the dormestic economy from the impact of the increasing weakness in foreign
economies and the less accommodative conditions in U.S. financial markets, the FOMC,
beginning in late Septamber, undertook three policy easings. By mid-November, the FOMC had
reduced the federal funds rate from 5-1/2 percent to 4-3/4 percent. These actions were taken to
rebalance the risks to the outlook, and, in the event, the markets have recovered appreciably. Our
economy has weathered the disturbances with remarkable resilience, though some vield and bid-
asked spreads still reflect a hesitancy on the part of market participants to take on risk. The
Federal Reserve must continue o evaluate, among other issnes, whether the full extent of the
policymingsundemken]astfaﬂtonddressd:eseizing—upofﬁnmcial markets remains

appropriate as those disturbances abate.
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To date, domestic demand and hence employment and output have remained vigorous.
Real GDP is estimated to have risen at a annual rate exceeding 5-1/2 percent in the fourth quarter
of last year. Although some slowing from this torrid pace is most likely in the first quarter, labor
markets remain exceptionally tight and the economy evidently retains a great deal of underlying
momentum despite the globat economic problems and the stif}-visible remnants of the eartier
financial tarmoil in the United States. At the same time, no evidence of any upturn in inflation
has, as yet, surfaced.

Abroad, the situation is mixed. In some East Asian countries that, in recent years,
experienced a loss of investor confidence, a severe currency depreciation, and a deep recession,
early signs of stabilization and economic recovery have appeared. This is particularly the case
for Korea and Thailand. Authorities in those countries, in the context of IMF stabilization
programs, early on established appropriate macroeconomic policies and undertook significant
structural reforms to buttress the banking system and repair the finances of the corporate sector.
As investor confidence has returned, exchange rates have risen and interest rates have fallen.
With persistence and follow-through on reforms, the future of those economies has promise.

The situations in some other emerging market economies are not as encouraging. The
Russian government’s decision in mid-August to suspend payments on its domestic debt and
devalue the ruble took markets by surprise. Investor flight exacerbated the collapse of prices in
Russian financial markets and led to a sharp depreciation of the ruble. The earlier decline in
output gathered momentum, and by late in the year inflation had moved up to a triple-digit
annual rate. Russia's stabilization program with the IMF has besn on hold since the financial

crisis hit, and the economic cutlook there remains troubling.
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The Russian financial crisis immediately spilled over to some other countries, hitting
Latin America especially hard. Countering downward pressure on the exchange values of the
affected currencies, interest rates moved sharply higher, especially in Brazil. As a consequence
of the high interest rates and growing cconomic uncertainty, Brazil's economic activity took a
turn for the worse. Higher interest rates also had negative consequences for the fiscat outlook, as
much of Brazil’s substantial domestic debt effectively carries floating interest rates. With budget
reform legislation encountering various setbacks, market confidence waned further and capital
outflows from Brazil continued, drawing down foreign currency reserves. Ultimately, the
decision was taken to allow the real to float, and it subsequently depreciated sharply.

Brazilian authorities must walk a very narrow, difficult path of restoring confidence and
keeping inflation contained with monetary policy while dealing with serious fiscal imbalances.
Although the situation in Brazil remains uncertain, there has been limited contagion to other
countries thus far. Apparently, the slow onset of the crisis has enabled many parties with
Brazilian exposures to hedge those positions or allow them to run off. With the net exposure
smaller, and increasingly held by those who both recognized the heightened risk and were willing
to bear it, some of the elements that might have contributed to further contagion may have been
significantly reduced.

The Economic Outlook

These recent domestic and intemational developments provide the backdrop for U.S.
economic prospects. Our economy’s performance should remain solid this year, though likely
with a slower pace of economic expansion and a slightly higher rate of overall inflation than last

year. The stocks of business equipment, housing, and household durable goods have been
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growing rapidly to quite high levels relative to business sales or household incomes during the
past few years, and some slowing in the growth of spending on these items seems a reasonable
prospect. Moreover, part of the rapid increase in spending, especiatty in the household sector,
has resulted from the surge in wealth associated with a mnup in equity prices that is unlikely 1o
be repeated. And the purchasing power of income and wealth has been enhanced by declines in
oil and other import prices, which also are unlikely to recur this year. Assuming that aggregate
demand decelerates, underlying inflation pressures, as captured by core price measures, in all
likelihood will not intensify significantly in the year ahead, though the Federal Reserve will need
to monitor developments carefully. We perceive stable prices as optimum for economic growth.
Both inflation and deflation raise volatility and risks that thwart maximum economic growth.

Most Governors and Reserve Bank Presidents foresee thal economic growth this year will
slow to a 2-1/2 to 3 percent rate. Such growth would keep the unemployment rate about
unchanged. The central tendency of the Governors’ and Presidents’ predictions of CPI inflation
is 2 10 2-1/2 percent. This level represents a pickup from last year, when energy prices were
falling, but it is in the vicinity of core CPI inflation over the last couple of years.

This outlook involves several risks. The continuing downside risk posed by possible
econotnic and financial instability around the world was highlighted earlier this year by the
events in Brazil. Although financial contagion elsewhere has been limited to date, more
significant knock-on effects in financial markets and in the economies of Brazil's important
trading partners, including the United States, are still possible. Moreover, the economies of
several of our key industrial trading partners have shown evidence of weakness, which if it

deepens could further depress demands for our exports.
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Another downside risk is that growth in capital spending, especially among manufactur-
ers, could weaken appreciably if pressures on domestic profit margins mount and capacity
utilization drops further. And it remains to be seen whether corporate eamnings will disappoint
investors, even if the slowing of economic growth is only moderate, Investors appear to have
incorporated into current equity price levels both robust profit expectations and low compensa-
tion for risk. As the economy slows to a more sustainable pace as expected, profit forecasts
could be pared back, which together with a greater sense of vulnerability in business prospects
could damp appetites for equities. A downward correction to stock prices, and an associated
increase in the cost of equity capital, could compound a slowdown in the growth of capital
spending. In addition, a stock market decline would tend to restrain consumption spending
through its effect on household net worth.

But on the upside, our economy has proven surprisingly robust in recent years. More
rapid increases in capital spending, productivity, real wages, and asset prices have combined to
boost economic growth far more and far longer than many of us would have anticipated.

This “virtuous cycle” has been able to persist because the behavior of inflation also has
been surprisingly favorabie, remaining well contained at levels of utilization of labor that in the
past would have produced accelerating prices. That it has not done so in recent years has besn
the result of a combination of special one-time factors holding down prices and more lasting
changes in the processes determining inflation.

Among the temporary factors, the sizable declines in the prices of oil, other internation-
ally traded commodities, and other imports contributed directly to holding down mflation Jast

year, and also indirectly by reducing inflation expectations. But these prices are not likely to fall
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further, and they could begin to rise as some Asian economies revive and the effects of the net
depreciation of the dollar since mid-summer are felt more strongly.

At the same time, however, recent experience does seem to suggest that the economy has
become less inflation prone than in the past, so that the chances of an inflationary breakout
arguably are, at least for now, less than they would have been under similar conditions in earlier
cycles.

Several years ago I suggested that worker insecurity might be an important reason for
unusually damped inflation. From the early 1990s through 1996, survey results indicated that
workers were becoming much more concerned about being laid off. Workers’ underlying fear of
technology-driven job obsolescence, and hence willingness to stress job security over wage
increases, appeared to have suppressed labor cost pressures despite a reduced unemployment
rate. More recently, that effect seems to have diminished in part. So while job loss fears
probably contributed to wage and price suppression through 1996, it does not appear that a
further heightening of worker insecurity about employment prospects can expiain the more recent
improved behavier of inflation,

Instead, a variety of evidence, anecdotal and otherwise, suggests that the source of recent
restrained inflation may be emanating more from employers than from employees. In the carrent
economic sctting, businesses sense that they have lost pricing power and generally have been
unwilling o raise wages any faster than they can support at current price levels. Firms have
evidently concluded that if they try to increase their prices, their competitors will not follow, and

they will lose market share and profits.
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Given the loss of pricing power, it is rot surprising that individual employers resist pay
increases. But why has pricing power of late been so delimited. Monetary policy certainly has
played a role in constraining the rise in the general levet of prices and damping inflation
expectations over the 1980s and 1990s. But our current discretionary monetary policy has
difficulty anchoring the price level over time in the same way that the goid standard did in the
last century.

Enhanced opportunities for productive capital investment to hold down costs also may
have helped to damp inflation. Through the 1970s and 1980s, firms apparently found it easier
and more profitable to seek relief from rising nominal labor costs through price increases than
through cost-reducing capital investments. Price relief evidently has not been available in recent
years. But relief from cost pressures has. The newer technologies have made capital investment
distinctly more profitable, enabling firms 10 substitute capital for labor far more productively
than they would have a decade or two ago.

Starting in 1993, capital investment, especially in high-tech equipment, rose sharply
beyond normal cyclical experience, apparently the resuli of expected increases in rates of retumn
on the new investment. Had the profit expectations not been realized, one would have antici-
pated outlays to fall back. Instead, their growth accelerated through the remainder of the decade.

More direct evidence confirms improved underlying profitability. According to rough
estimates, labor and capital productivity has risen significantly during the past five years. It
seems likely that the synergies of advances in laser, fiber optic, satellite, and computer
technologies with older technologies have enlarged the pool of opportunities to achieve a rate of

return abeve the cost of capital. Moreover, the newer technologies have facilitated a dramatic
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foreshortening of the lead times on the delivery of capital equipment over the past decade,
presumably allowing businesses to react mote expeditiously to an actual or expected rise in
nominal compensation costs than, say, they could have in the 1980s. In addition, the surge in
investment not only has restrained costs, it bas also increased industrial capacity faster than
factory oueput has risen. The resulting slack in product markets has put greater competitive
pressure on businesses to hold down prices, despite 1aut laber markets.

The role of technology in damping inflation is manifest not only in its effects on U.S.
productivity and costs, but also through international trade, where technological developments
have progressively broken down barriers to cross-border trade. The enhanced competition in
tradeable goods has enabled excess capacity previously bottled up in one country to augment
worldwide supply and exert restraint on prices in all countries’ markets. The resulting price
discipline also has constrained nominal wage gains in internationally tradeable goods industries.
As workers have anempted to shift to other sectors, gains in nominal wages and increases in
prices in nontradeable goods industries have been held down as well.

The process of price containment has potentially become, to some extent, self-reinforc-
ing. Lower inflation in recent years has altered expectations. Workers no longer believe that
escalating gains in nominal wages are needed to reap respectable increases in real wages, and
their remaining sense of job insecurity is reinforcing this. Since neither firms nor their competi-
tors can count any longer on a general inflationary tendency to validate decisions 10 raise their
own prices, each company feels compelled to concentrate on efforts to hold down costs. The
availability of new technology to each company and its rivals affords both the opporiunity and

the competitive necessity of taking steps to boost productivity.
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It is difficult to judge whether these significant shifts in the market environment in which
firms function is sufficient to account for our benign overall price behavior during the past haif
decade. Undoubtedly, other factors have been at work as well, including those temporary factors
I mentioned earlier and some motre lasting I have not discussed, such as worldwide deregulation
and privatization, and the freeing up of resources previously employed to produce military
products that was brought about by the end of the cold war. There also may be other contributory
forces lurking unseen in the wings that will only become clear in time. Over the longer run, of
course, the actions of the central bank determine the degree of overall liquidity and hence rate of
inflation. Itis up to us to validate the favorabie inflation developments of recent years.

Alithough the pace of productivity increase has picked up in recent years, the extraordi-
nary strength of demand has meant that the substitution of capital for labor has not prevented us
from rapidly depleting the pool of available workers. This worker depletion constitutes a critical
upside risk to the inflation outlook because it presumabiy cannet centinue for very much longer
without putting increasing pressure on labor markets and on costs.

The number of people willing to work can be usefully defined as the unemployed
component of the Jabor force plus those not actively seeking work, and thus not counted in the
labor force, but who nonetheless say they would like a job if they could get one. This pool of
potential workers aged 16 to 64 currently numbers about 10 million, or just 5-3/4 percent of that
group’s population—the lowest such percentage on record, which begins in 1970, and 2-1/2
percentage points below its average over that period. The rapid increase in aggregate demand
has generated growth of employment in excess of growth in population, causing the number of

potential workers to fall since the mid-1990s at a rate of a bit under | million annually. We
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cannot judge with precision how much further this level can decline without sparking ever
greater upward pressures on wages and prices. But, should labor market conditions continue to
tighten, there has to be some point at which the rise in nominal wages will start increasingly
outpacing the gains in labor productivity, and prices inevitably will begin to accelerate.
Ranges for Money and Credit

At its February meeting, the Committee elected to ratify the provisional ranges for all
three aggrepates that it had established last July. Specifically, the Committee again has set
growth rate ranges over the four quarters of 1999 of 1 to 5 percent for M2, 2 to 6 percent for M3,
and 3 to 7 percent for domestic nonfinancial debt. As in previous years, the Committee
interpreted the ranges for the broader monetary aggregates as benchmarks for what money
growth would be under conditions of price stability and sustainable economic growth, assuming
historicatty typical velocity behavior,

Last year, these monetary aggregates far overshot the upper bounds of their annual ranges.

While nominal GDP growth did exceed the rate likely consistent with sustained price stability,

- the rapid growth of M2 and M3 also reflected outsized dechines in their velocities, that is, the
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ratic of nominal GDP to money. M2 velocity dropped by about 3 percent, while M3 velocity
plunged by 5-1/4 percent.

Part of these velocity declines reflected some reduction in the epportunity cost of holding
money; interest rates on Treasury securities, which represent an alternative return on non-
monetary assets, dropped more than did the average of interest rates on deposits and money
market mutual funds in M2, drawing funds into the aggregate. Even so, much of last year’s

aberrant behavior of broad money velocity cannot readily be explained by conventional determi-
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nants. Although growth of the broad aggregates was strong earlier in the year, it accelerated in
the fourth quarter after credit markets became turbulent. Perhaps robust money growth late in the
year partly reflected a reaction to this turmoil by the public, who began scrambling for safer and
more liquid financial assets. Monetary expansion has moderated so far this year, evidently in
lagged response to the calming of financial markets in the avtumn. Layered on top of these
influences, though, the public also may have been reapportioning their savings flows into money
balances because the huge runup in siock prices in recent years has resulted in an uncomfortable
portion of their net worth in equity.

For the coming year, the broad monetary aggregates could again run high relative 1o these
ranges. To be sure, the decline in the velocities of the broader aggregates this year should abate
to some extent, as money demand behavior returns more t0 normal, and growth in nominal GDP
should slow as well, as suggested by the Governors’ and Presidents’ central tendency. Both
factors would restrain broad money expansion relative to Jast year. Sill, the growth of M2 and
M3 could well remain outside their price-stability ranges this year. Obviously, considerable
uncertainty continues to surround the prospective behavior of monetary velocities and growth
rates.

Domestic nonfinancial debt seerns more likely than the monetary aggregates to grow
within its range for this year. Indeed, domestic nonfinancial debt also could grow more slowly
this year than last year’s 6-1/4 percent pace, which was in the upper part of its 3 to 7 percemt
annual range. With the federal budget surplus poised to widen further this year, federal debt

should contract even more quickly than last year. And debt in each of the major nonfederat
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sectors in all kkelihood will decelerate as well from last year’s relatively elevated rates, along
with the projected slowing of nominal GDP growth.
The FOMC(’s Disclosure Policy

The FOMC at recent meetings has discussed not enly the stance of policy, but also when
and how it communicates tts views of the evolving economic sitvation to the public. The
FOMC’s objective is to release as much information about monetary policy decision making, and
as promptly, as is consistent with maintaining an effective deliberative process and avoiding
roiling markets unnecessarily. Since early 1994, each change in the target nominal federal funds
rate has been announced immediately with a brief rationale for the action. The FOMC resolved
at its December meeting to take advantage of an available, but unused policy, originally stated in
early 1994, of releasing, on an infrequent basis, a statement immediately after some FOMC
meetings at which the stance of monetary policy has not been changed. The Federal Reserve will
release such a siatement when it wishes o communicate 1o the public a major shift in its views
about the balance of risks or the likely direction of future policy. Such an anncuncement need
not be made after every change in the tilt of the directive. Instead, this option would be reserved
for situations in which the consensus of the Committee clearly had shifted significantly, though
not by enough to change cusrent policy, and in which the absence of an expianation risked
misleading markets about the prospects for monetary policy.
Year 2004 Issues

Before closing, I'd like to address an issue that has been receiving increasing attention--
the century date change. While no one can say ihat the rollover to the year 2000 will be trouble

free, I am impressed by the efforts to date to address the probiem in the banking and financiai
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systern. For our part, the Federal Reserve Systemn has now completed remediation and tesring of
101 of its 103 mission-critical applications, with the remaining two to be replaced by the end of
March. We opened a test facility in June at which more than 6000 depository institutions to date
have conducted tests of their Y2K compliant systems, and we are well along in our risk mitiga-
tion and contingency planning activities. As a precautionary measure, the Federal Reserve has
acted to increase the currency in inventory by about one-third to approximately $200 billion in
late 1999 and has other contingency arrangements available if needed, While we do not expect
currency demand to increase dramatically, the Federal Reserve believes it is important for the
public to have confidence in the availability of cash in advance of the rollover. As a result of
these kinds of activities,  can say with assurance that the Federal Reserve will be ready in both
its operations and planning activities for the millennium rollover.

The banking industry is also working hard, and with evident success, to prepare for the
event. By the end of the first quarter, every institution in the industry will have been subject to
two rounds of on-site Y2K examinations. The Federal Reserve, like the other regulators, has
found that only a small minority of institutions has fallen behind in their preparations, and those
institutions have been targeted for additional follow-up and, as necessary, formal enforcemnent
actions. The overwhelming majority of the industry has made impressive progress in their
remediation, testing, and contingency planning efforts.

Concluding Comment

Americans can justifiably feel proud of their recent economic achievements, Competitive

markets, with open trade both domestically and internationally, have kept our production

efficient and on the expanding frontier of technological innovation. The determination of
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Americans to improve their skilis and knowledge has allowed workers to be even more
productive, elevating their real earnings. Macroeconomic policies have provided a favorable
setting for the public to take greatest advantage of opportunities to improve its economic well
being. The restrained fiscal policy of the Administration and the Congress has engendered the
welcome advent of a unified budget surplus, freeing up funds for capital investment. A continua-
tion of responsible fiscal and, we trust, monetary policies should afford Americans the opportu-

nity to make considerable further economic progress over time.

Digitized for FRASER
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis



Digitized for FRASER
http://fraser.stlouisfed

69

Chairman Greenspan's responses to written guestions from Chairman Leach following
February 24, 1999, hearing on the conduct of monetary policy:

Overview

Q.1. In your testimony, you noted tha “the Federal Reserve must continue to
evaluate, among other issves, whether the full extent of policy easings undertaken last fall
o address the seizing-up of financial markets remains appropriate as those disturbances
abate.” In reaction to this statement, several financial analysts have suggested that an
important precedent for considering FOMC policy settings in a post-crisis climate is the
Federal Reserve’s reaction to the stock market crash of October 1987. Is the comparison
between 1987 and the current situation valid? Why or why not?

A.1. The conduct of monetary policy ingvitably requires ongoing consideration of the
special circumstances prevailing at any point in time and of the confluence of forces that
are acting on the economy. More often than not, there are significant differences in the
economic environment over time that limit the comparability of the situations faced by
policymakers. Consequently, it would be a mistake to draw strong parzllels between our
current circumstances and those that existed in 1987,

As you know, monetary policy was eased considerably in the wake of the sharp
decline of the stock market in October 1987. An important motivation for these easings
was the need to provide ample liquidity to ensure the smooth functioning of financial
markets in response to serious market dislocations. In addition, the FOMC faced
considerable uncertainty about the underlying strength of the economy at the time and the
extent of any curtailment in activity that would ensye following the stock market break.
The federal funds rate was reduced in several steps berween October 1987 and February
1988. By the spring of 1988, with the economy showing signs of marked strength
accompanied by a pick up of inflation that threatened to derail the expansion, the FOMC
began to tighten policy. Although there are some similarities, recent circumstances differ
considerably from those of the 1987-88 period. Most notably, the implications for the
U.S. economy of the weakness of foreign economies and the fragility of foreign financial
markets--along with the less accommodative conditions in domestic financial markets—were
prominent considerations in the easing of policy that occurred this fall. We shall, of
course, continue to monitor these developments in setting the course of monetary policy.

Q.2. A recent lead editorial in the Economist warns about the growing danger of
deflation. According to the editorial, while G-7 policymakers have enjoyed great success
over the last 20 years, reducing inflation to the lowest in half a century at a mere 1 %,
monetary policy in the industrial economies looks “dangerously tight.” The editorial
warns that “If the economies of America or Europe were now to take a sudden lurch
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downwards, the world might easily experience outright depression, with prices and output
falling together, just as they did 70 years ago.” Is the Economist right? Please comment.

A.2. The current global economic situation certainly involves some risks. Many
economies are experiencing significant restraints on their expansion, stemming in part from
spillover effects of the financial developments over the past eighteen months or so that
have adversely affected a number of emerging market economies. Although these
developments have also affected U.S. markets, our economy remains fundarnentally
healthy, with weakness in net exports more than offset by strong domestic demand.
Indeed, as I noted in my Humphrey-Hawkins testimony, the upside risks fo inflation in the
United States are not negligible, especially in view of increasingly tight conditions in labor
markets. In other western industrial countries, monetary authorities are well aware of the
evidence of slackening demand and have adjusted the stance of their monetary policies in
response. The situation in Japan, however, remains a significant concern. 1 am confident
that officials in the other G-7 countries are prepared to take the necessary measures to
guard against a sharp economic downturn that could develop into world depression.

Q.3. Based on the failure of the Brazilian financial crisis to trigger the all too
familiar signs of cross-border contagion, is it fair to say that we are witnessing the
beginning of the end of the global currency crisis of the last 19 months?

A.3. Brazil's difficulties over the past several months have, in fact, precipitated
some signs of cross-border contagion, but it is true that they have been muted, and, to
date, reasonably well containied. Although Brazil has continued to work constructively
with the IMF and its creditors, there is much left to do before anyone would want to say
that the adjustment process in Brazil is complete, and i would seem to be premature to
declare even a [imited victory, let aione the beginning of the end of the global currency
crisis.

One factor contributing to the relatively subdued cross-border spillovers from
Brazil's problems (5o far) might be that the crisis was fairly long in developing. Thus, at
least some market participants may have had time to take defensive postures and to make
adjustments to their investment positions.

The relatively mild reaction on international financial markets to the Brazilian
difficulties to date has certainly been welcome, but significant downside risks remain. The
U.S. authorities, in cooperation with the IMF and other members of the official
international community, will continue to work with the Brazilians, and, at the same time,
seek to contain any further cross-border contagion effects.
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Q.4. How fragile is the situation in Brazil? Can Brazil establish a new post-real
plan anchor for monetary policy without exacerbating its public debt—as some 70% of
domestic public debt is linked to shori-term interest rates?

A.4. As sugpested in the answer Lo the preceding question, the economic and
financial situation in Brazil remains quite fragile. The Brazilian government has revised
and strengthened its economic adjustment program with the IMF. Brazilian avthorities witl
need to follow through and implement this program fully, including a primary budget
surplus in excess of 3 percent of GDP this year. With the currency having been allowed to
float, monetary policy must be aimed at keeping inflation under control. To contain the
inflationary effects of the recent sharp depreciation of the real and to regain the confidence
of international investors, interest rates must be kept elevated for a time.

In the longer term, assuming Brazil meets its stated goals with respect to the
primary surplus, a sustainable fiscal position (declining debt/GDP ratio) can be achieved if
the real interest rate (i.c., the nominal rate mims expected inflation) recedes to around 10
percent or less. 1f inflation is conwined and confidence is regained via a steady hand on
the tiller of Brazil's economic policies, nominal interest rates should begin to fall as the
inflationary effect of the depreciation diminishes over time. The new leadership team at
the Central Bank of Brazil is off to a promising start, but the challenges it faces over the
period ahead are considerable.

Q.5. In testimony before this Committee last year, you stated mm effect that the
U.S. needed to support the IMF because it was the best mechanism we have for
international financial crisis management. But you also indicated that after the crisis had
passed the role of the IMF and our other institutional pillars of the global financial system
needed fundamental review. Are you satisfied with the pace and scope of that reform?

A.5. There is an ongoing process in various fora through which the role of the IMF
is being assessed. At this time, I am satisfied with the pace and scope of the assessment
process, but it will be some time before it is appropriate 10 make final judgments. The
review of the IMF is taking place, even though it may be premature to declare the passing
of international financial criges.

Q. 6. The development of electronic commerce seems likely to transform banking and
finance as we know it. Without the ability to electronically transfer value through
electronic payments, electronic commerce might amount to little more than computerized
window shopping. In this context, does the Federal Reserve or any other federal banking
agency “regulate” emerging retail electronic payment systems? Please explain.
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A.6. Electronic commerce has been growing rapidly. To date, consumers appear to
be relying heavily on credit cards to pay for transactions. Other payment instruments for
use in electronic commerce are in various stages of development with mixed results 50 far.
The Federal Reserve has encouraged experimentation with new electronic means of
payment to meet the needs of the rapidly changing market for electronic commerce, and to
improve the efficiency of the 1.5, payment system more generally. Whether the Federal
Reserve or another federal banking agency would have regulatory authority over one or
more aspects of an emerging retail payment system would need to be determined on a case-
by-case basis in view of the design of the system, its relationship to federally regulated
entities, and the subject matter to be regulated, More broadly, no federal banking agency
has overall authority with respect to emerging private-sector payments systems, as such,
and it is by no means clear that establishing such overall authority at this time wouid be
likely to promote the continuing innovation that will be needed to support the growth of
electronic commerce. For the time being, we believe that regulatory efforts with respect to
electronic commerce should focus on removing unnecessary impediments to innovation that
are frequently based on outmoded technological assumptions.

Q.7. As retail electronic payment systems evolve, nonbanks may become significantly
more involved in payment system operations than they are today. How would this
development affect the Federal Reserve’s role as the central bank for settlement of
interbank payments? Likewise, how might it affect the efficiency, reliability, and
accessibility of payments systems as a whole?

A.7. Nonbanks currently provide a variety of payment and payment-related services
to banks, businesses, and consumers. Increased competition between banks and nonbanks
in the development and provision of retail payment services, as well as increased
cooperation in some instances, appears to have served as a major spur to innovative
activity. The result of this activity likely will be to increase the efficiency, reliability, and
accessibility of the U.S. payment system over the long term. It is not yet clear how these
new devefopments will affect the role of the Federal Reserve in interbank settlements for
retail payments. Although the role of nonbanks in retail payment systems may grow, it is
also likely that settlements for systems involving nonbanks will take place through the
banking system, possibly on a net basis. These settlements, like many current settlements,
are also likely 10 rely on central bank payment or net settlement services in order to ¢nsure
timely and final settlement. In this regard, the need to develop market confidence in new
payment systems may cause these systems to be particularly aware of the benefits of
efficient and reliable settlement services, such as those provided by the Federal Reserve.
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Q.8. Three years ago the G-10 issued a report on the implications of electronic
commerce for banking and finance, as well as the conduct of monetary policy. It
concluded that the new forms of payments systems and technologies--stored value
products, digital cash, and the like--presently posed no threat o the ability of central banks
to control the money supply. Is this still your view? Why or why not?

A.8. We continue to believe that electronic money poses little threat to the ability of
central banks to conduct monetary policy. In general, central banks conduect monetary
policy by affecting conditions in the market for bank reserves and thus influencing short-
term interest rates. Significant adverse effects of electronic money on monetary control
could come about only if electronic money severely eroded the reserve base or otherwise
significantly reduced the ability of central banks o predict the demand for reserves or
affect the supply of reserves. The experience with electronic money 1o date suggests little
likelihood that electronic money will become popular enough over the next few years to
have a significant effect on conditions in bank reserve markets.

International Financial Issues

Q.9. The advent of the euro as a major new currency has invited a great deal of
hype and speculation about the prospects for the currency, as well as its impact on the
dollar and international financial markets. In general, how do you assess the current and
prospective impact of the euro?

A.9. Since the advent of monetary union in Europe at the beginning of this year,
the dollar has appreciated roughly 8 percent against the new guro currency. The dollar’s
near term appreciation appears to have resulted largely from diminished prospects for
growth in continental Europe juxtaposed with continued strong performance of the U.S.
economy. Thus, the behavior of the foreign exchange value of the euro since its
introduction could be said to have resulted primarily from differences in the phase of
economic cycles across countries.

Over the longer term, in light of the similarity in the economic size of the euro area
and the United States and in light of the continued development of financial markets in the
euro zone, it is likely that the euro will begin to surpass the German mark in terms of its
importance in world financial circles. The euro may begin to rival the dollar to some
extent as a currency for holding official reserves, invoicing transactions, and other
activities typically associated with a currency's international status. However, it is
unlikely that the dollar’s international currency status would diminish very rapidly, as
currency preferences typically are characterized by a good deal of inertia.
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Q.10. It appears likely that Japan will set a record for the longest and most severe
recession to oceur in any inclustrial country since the Great Depression. The outlook for
Japan is poor because it is suffering from overlapping crises in the banking system,
corporate profitability, wobbly pension funds, and a growing fiscal deficit which have in
turn weakened consumer confidence and caused a rise in personal savings. Given these
difficulties, can Japan return to sustainable growth without undertaking bold economic
adjustments at odds with its consensus-based society?

A_10. Japanese GDP has now contracted for five consecutive quarters and is down
over 5 percent from its most recent peak during the first quarter of 1997, It is evident that
the implementation of deep structural reforms will be necessary to increase the efficiency
of the Japanese economy and, thus, to pave the way for a return to domestic-demand led
growth. High on the list of reeded structural reforms are a restructuring of the banking
system, freeing up and adding liquidity to the real estate market, reducing the extent of
government regulation in many sectors, and making the economy more open to
international trade and competition. Such reforms may be politically divisive--and may
require a painful period of transition—but they would appear to be the only way to increase
the economy’s productive capacity in the medivm- to long-run.

Q.11. As you know, many Asian officials feel tremendous frustration about the
dramatic financial upheavals which have occurred in the region during the past year. Some
officials in Hong Kong and Malaysia have blamed collusive activity on the part of hedge
funds and investment banks for “speculative” attacks on their currencies. Are you aware
of any credible evidence to substantiate the charge that attacks on the Hong Kong dollar
last fall were the result of a coordinated attack by speculators?

A.11. When Hong Kong's currency peg came under pressure last August, some

Hong Kong authorities attributed the pressure to 2 so-called “double-play” by speculators
who simultaneously shorted the stock market and the currency in the hopes that the
currency attack would force interest rates upwards and the stock market down. However,
we are not aware of any evidence that speculators (hedge funds or investment banks in
particular) acted collusively to make a coordinated attack on the Hong Kong dollar last fall.
At times of substantial exchange market pressure, such as Hong Kong experienced last
fall, trading volume is usually very large and there are typically a wide range of different
types of market participants with often differing interests involved. Under such conditions,
groups of market participants may move in similar directions without in any way colluding
or deliberately coordinating their actions.
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Q.12. 1wunderstand that the G-7 recently announced the creation of a pew financial
and stability forum designed to improve the coordination and monitoring of international
financial crises. Can you tell the Committee more about the purpose and structure of the
new body?

A.12, The pnew body--the Financial Stability Forum--will be comprised of
representatives from national authorities responsible for financial stability (including
finance ministries, ceatral banks, and financial sector supervisory and regulatory
authorities), relevant international financial institutions and organizations (the IMF, the
World Bank and the OECL}), and various international supervisory bodies such as the
Bagle Committee. Initially, the Forum wilt be the initiative of the G-7 countries, but over
time additional national authorities will be included to broaden participation. The first
chairman will be Mr. Andrew Crockett, General Manager of the Bank for International
Settlements, for a term of three years. The purpose of the new forum will be to contribute
to impreved international financial stability and to reduced systemic risk by enhancing
international coordination and cooperation among the varicus official entities and expert
groupings that participate in financial market supervision and surveillance.

Q.13. In past testimony before this Committee, you have described excessive
reliance on interbank funding as the “Achilles’ heel™ of the international financial system.
Among the proposals to rectify this problem are basing capital requirements for banks on
their liabilities as well as assets, or by imposing reserve requirements on interbank
liabilities. What is the preferred approach to addressing this problem?

A.13. Icontinue to believe that we should consider possible measures to impose
added discipline on interbank markets to reduce the risk of serious disruptions to financial
markets. Indeed, this line of thought has been incorporated into and has gone forward with
a general reconsideration of the Basle Accord designed to increase the risk-sensitivity of
the capital regulations, as part of a more general effort to improve banks’ risk manage-
ment.
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Q.14. As you know, there has been a growing debate about various exchange rate
regimes and which in general appear most appropriate. I gather there is a developing
consensus that fixed exchange rates, like Argentina and Hong Kong, as well as floating
rates, such as that used by the U.S., tend to work relatively well. On the other hand, so
called “target zones” or adjustable pegs--like Brazil's ultimately unsuccessful real plan --
may work less well. Could you reflect on these issues for the Committee?

« Inparticular, if adjustable pegs tend not to be sustainable in today's global
economy, please explain why it would have been appropriate for the U.S. and
IMF to commit billicns of dollars in support of such a regime?

A.14. Exchange rate changes provide ote mechanism through which economies
can adjust 10 internal and external economic developments. In floating exchange rate
arrangements, like that of the United States, exchange rates absorb a share of the
adjustments, along with domestic interest rates, prices, incomes, and economic activity. In
exchange rate arrangements like those of Argentina and Hong Korg, monetary policy is
devoated rigidly to maintaining exchange rate pegs. In essence, these econemies have
essentially foresworn exchange rate adjustment and, as a consequence, have shifted the full
burden of adjustment to domestic interest rates, prices, incomes, and economic activity.
Intermediate exchange rate arrangements, like adjustable pegs, permit exchange rates to
absorb the burden of adjustment only at the time pegs are adjusted. Because under these
regimes the adjustment is often deferred too long, the ultimate adjustment often occurs
under duress after a period in which the domestic monetary authorities attempt to defend
the peg with sales of foreign currency reserves and high domestic interest rates.

The United States bas committed billions of doltars not to support any particular
exchange rate regime but to foster a more orderly adjustment of policies in certain
countries and to prevent the financial market mrbulence centered in those economies from
spilling over to the United States and our major trading partners.

Digitized for FRASER
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis



Digitized for FRASER
http://fraser.stlouisfed

77

Chairman Greenspan's responses to written questions from Representative Barbara Lee
following February 24, 1999, hearing on the conduct of monetary policy:

Q.1.  As you know, Chairman Greenspan, the banks in our country often respond
10 any changes the Federal Reserve makes in their monetary policy--when they raise or
lower the federal funds rate--by immediately changing the prime rate. That appears to be a
politically correct move of well covered changes in interest rates.

However, in the 1990's the banks have not always responded to falling market rates
by lowering the prime rate.

The difference between the prime rate and a comparable short term interest rate--the
3-month commercial paper rate--is now nearly 3 percentage points. This big spread has
not occurred since 1980 when the prime rate went to near 20 percent.

Millicns of consumers who have credit cards, small business owners, and people
with variable rate mortgages which are tied to the prime rate are not benefiting from the
present lower interest rates.

Experts, such as Professor Robert Auerbach of the LBJ School of Public Affairs
who was on the Comminiee’s staff for 11 years, say that the prime rate system of pricing is
a form of price discrimination which injures consumers and small business owners.

WHAT 1S THE FEDERAL RESERVE DOING ABOUT THIS UNFAIR
METHOD OF PRICING LOANS?

WHAT EVIDENCE DO YOU HAVE THAT THE RISK IS GETTING WORSE
TO JUSTIFY THE DIFFERENCE NOW?

A.l. The level of the prime rate appears to reflect changes in the nature of prime-
based loans. The prime rate is no longer commonly used as the base rate for loans to
large, highly creditworthy businesses. Instead, it is more likely to be the base rate for
[oans to smaller businesses or to households. Because of their relatively small size, these
loans may be more costly to make, per dollar loaned, and they also may involve a higher
degree of risk. As a result, the prime rate may reflect the higher rates warranted by the
loans that now have rates tied to prime. In any case, the prime rate does not appear 1o be a
constraint on ¢ompetition in the loan market. Some banks--generally smaller ones--
establish prime rates that differ from the prevailing prime rate. More importantly, banks
can and do compete aggressively on the spreads of loan rates over the prime rate and also
on other loan terms. Indeed, rates on prime-based business Ioans vary over a wide range.
In addition, the average amount by which the rates on prime-based loans exceed the prime
rate has declined considerably in recent years, from between 1 and 1-1/2 percentage points
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in the late 1980s to less than 1/2 percentage point most recently, and so the wider spread of
the prime rate over market rates does not necessarily indicate relatively more costly credit.
At the same time, the share of business loans extended at rates tied to prime has declined,
as the share of middle-market loans tied to market rates has increased.

Q.2. Chairman Greenspan, the news summaries of your testimony vesterday
before Senate Banking indicated that you thought lowering interest rates last year might
have been a bad idea. Bloomberg news reported:

"Greenspan shook the bond traders by acknowledging there’s some question about
whether the three rate cuts made late last year remain "appropriate” now that global
markets have calmed. He also said there’s "no evidence of any upturn in inflation.”

Since there is approximatety zero domestic inflation it is assumed that your main
concern is that stock market prices are higher than can be justified by expected profits.

If this is correct, would the Federal Reserve be justified in tightening monetary
policy even if a rise in domestic interest rates might start a domestic downturn and cause
an increased drain of capital from countries around the world which are experiencing
depression conditions?

A.2. The Federal Reserve eased monetary policy on three occasions last autumn o
cushion the domestic economy from the effects of increasing weakness in foreign
economies and less accommodative conditions in U.S. financial markets. Our economy
has continued to perform well since the avtumn, and financial marker uncertainties have
ebbed. Thus, the Federal Reserve, as part of its pelicymaking process, will need to
continue to evaluate whether the easing last fall remains appropriate in light of current
conditiens. In doing so, the Federal Reserve will have to assess the risks to the expansion.
In evaluating these risks and setting monetary policy, the Federal Reserve will endeavor to
sustain the current expansion by heading off possible imbalances in either direction that
could put continued economic growth at risk. Stock prices enter this process through their
effects on spending by hous¢holds and firms. Any change in the stance of policy wilt be
keyed to the performance of the economy, not the level of equity prices.

Q.3. Chairman Greenspan, you have repeatedly warned over the last couple of
years that a tight labor market would drive up prices.

Even though many Americans have prospered in the recent period large segments of
the country still suffer from low pay and unemployment.
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We don’t even know the extent of these unemployment problems because we have
not had adequate sampling surveys by the government of the people who are not included
in the Labor Department's monthly survey of unemployed because they have no phone or
permanent residence.

In formulating the nation’s monetary policy and the condition of the tabor market,
how will you take into account these problems?

What guidelines will you use to determine if the labor market is tight and the
Federal Reserve has to fesort 0 a tighter monetary policy to prevent inflation?

A3, One goal of monetary policy is to maintain the growth of the economy at a
sustainable level. The unemployment rate is one piece of information employed to
evaluate the likely pressures on the economy’s productive potential going forward, but
tnany other variables also contribute to that evaluation. I have testified to the Congress
several times on the importance of potential workers not counted in the labor force but
available 10 work. Because these sorts of measurement issues are common, the Federal
Reserve evaluates a wide variety of economic and financial indicators when formulating
monetary policy,
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Chairman Greenspan's response to a written question from Representative Doug Ose
following February 24, 1999, hearing on the conduct of monetary policy:

Q.1. Chairman Greenspan, my concern continues to be the efficient allocation of
capital. With respect to our fiscal policy, does our continved funding of IMF with respect
to countries such as Russia or Indonesia positively or negatively influence the allocation of
capital? If the influence is negative, is there some means of making the influence positive?

A.l. FEconomists often reason that the return to capital has the potential of being
higher in developing countries or countries in transition since capital tends to be scarce in
those economies relative to advanced economies like the United States. While in theory
this is correct, in practice it depends on whether the capital is employed efficiently in the
capital importing country. Countries such as Russia and Indonesia have the potential to
employ capital efficiently. In order to do so, these economies must pursue prudent
mactoeconomic policies, pursue structural reforms, and have stable legal and political
systems. The pursuit of such policies is primarily the responsibility of the countries
themselves. On balance, I think it is helpful to have organizations like the IMF and the
World Bank providing advice and resources to countries that are attempting to create an
environment where capital has the potential to be employed efficiently.
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Letter of Transmittal

BOARD OF GOVERNORS OF THE
FEDERAL RESERVE SYSTEM
Washington, D.C., February 23, 1999

THE PRESIDENT OF THE SENATE
THE SPEAKER OF THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

The Board of Govemors is pleased to submit its Monetary Policy Aeport to the Congress, pursuant tc the
Full Employment and Balanced Growth Act of 1978.

Sincerely,

Alan Greenspan, Chairman i{

Digitized for FRASER
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis



Table of Contents

Monetary Policy and the Economic QOutlook

Economic and Financial Developments in 1998 and Early 1999

Digitized for FRASER
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis



Monetary Policy Report to the Congress

Report submitted to the Congress on February 23,
1999 pursuant ro the Full Emplovment and Balunced
Growth Act of 1978

MONETARY POLICY AND THE
ECONOMIC QUTLOOK

In 1998, the U.S. economy again performed impres-
sively. Output expanded rapidly, the unemployment
rate fell to the lowest level since 1970, and inflation
remained subdued. Transitory factors, most recently
falling prices for imports and commodities, espe-
cially oil, have helped 10 produce the favorable out-
comes of recenl years, but technological advances
and increased efficiency, likely reflecting in part
heightened global competition and changes in busi-
ness praclices, suggest that some of the improvement
will be more lasting.

Sound fiscal and monetary policies have contrb-
uted imgortantly 1o the good economic results: Bud-
getlary restraint at the federal level has bolstered
natronal saving and permitted the Federal Reserve to
mainlain lower interest rates than would otherwise
have been possible. This policy mix and sustained
progress toward price stability have fostered clearer
price signals, more efficien? resource use, Tobust busi-
ness investment, and sizable advances in the produc-
tivity of labor and in the real wages of workers. The
more rapid expansion of prodactive potential has, in
turn, helped 1o keep inflation low even as aggregate
demand has been surging and as Jabor markets have
tightened.

This past year, economic troubles abroad posed a
significant threat to the performance of the economy.
Foreign economic growth slowed markedly, on aver-
age, as conditions in many counirics delerioraled.
The recession in Japan deepened, and several emerg-
ing market economies in Asia, which had started 1o
weaken in the wake of the financial crises of 1997,
contracted sharply. A worsening econostiic siluation
in Russia last summer led 10 a devaluation of the
ruble and @ moratorium by that country on a subsian-
tial portion of its debx paymenis. As the year pro-
gressed, conditions in Latin America also weakened.
Although some of the troubled foreign economies are
showing signs of improvement, others either are not
yet in recovery or are still contracting,

The Russian crisis in mid-August precipitated a
period of unusual volatifity in world financial mar-
kets. The losses incurred in Russia and in other
cmerging market economies heightened investors”
and lenders’ concerns about other potential problems
and led themn to hecome substantially more cautious
about taking on risk. The resuliing effects on U.S.
financia! markets included a substantial widening ol
risk spreads on debl instruments, a jump in measures
of market uncertainty and volatility, a drop in equity
prices, and a reduction in the liquidity of many mar-
kets. To cushion the U.S. economy from the efiects of
these financial strains, and potentially to help reduce
the strains as well, the Federal Reserve eased mone-
tary policy on three occasions in the fall. Global
financial market stresses lessened somewhat after
mid-antumn, reflecting, in par, these policy steps as
well as inerest rate cuts in other industrial countries
and international efforts to provide suppor to
troubled emerging market economies. Although some
U.S. financial flows were disrupted for a time, most
firms and househoids remained able 1o obtain suffi-
cient credit, and the twrbulence did nol appear to
constrain spending 10 a significant degree. More
recently, some markets were unsettled by the devalu-
ation and subsequent floating of the Brazilian real in
mid-January, and the problems in Brazil continue to
pose nisks to global markets. Thus far, however,
market reaction outside Brazil to that country’s diffi-
culties has been relatively muted.

The foreign cxchange value of the dollar rose
substantially against the currencics of the major for-
eign industrial countries over the firse eight months of
1998, but subsequently it fell sharply, ending the year
down a little on net. The appreciation of the dollar in
the first half of the year carried it to an eight-year
high against the Japanese yen. In June, this strength
against the yen prompted the first US. foreign
exchange intervention operation in nearly three years,
an action that appeared io slow the doflar's rise
against the yen over the following days and weeks.
Later in the summer, concerns about the possibie
impagct on the LS. economy of increasing difficulties
in Latin America began to weigh on the dollar’s
exchange value againtst major foreign currencies.
After peaking in mid-August, it fell sharply over the
course of several weeks, reversing by mid-October
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the appreciation that had occurred carlier in the year.
The depreciation during this period was particularly
sharp against the yen. The reasons for this decline
against the yen are not clear, but repayment of yen-
denominated loans by imernatonal investors and
decisions by Japanese investors 1o repatriate their
assets in light of increased volatility in global mar-
kets seem to have contributed, The exchange value
of the doliar fluctuated moderately against the major
currencies over the rest of the year, and after declin-
ing somewhat early in 1999, it has rebounded
strongly in recent weeks, as incoming data have
suggested continued strength of economic activity in
the United States. Since the end of 1998, the dollar
has appreciated about 7 percent against the yen,
partly reflecting further monetary easing in Japan. At
the wrn of the year, the launch of the third stage of
European Economic and Monetary Union fixed the
eleven participating countries’ conversion rates and
created @ new common currency, the euro. The dollar
has appreciated more than 5 percent against the ewro,
in part because of signs that growth has slowed
recently in some curo-area economies.

With the US. economy expanding rapidly, the
economies of many U.S. trading partners struggling,
and the foreign exchange value of the dollar having
risen over 1997 and the first part of 1998, the US.
trade deficit widened considerably last year. Some
domestic industries were ¢specially affected by
reductions in foreign demand or by increased com.
petition from imports. For example, a wide range of
commodity producers, notably those in agricultore,
oil, and metals, experienced sharp price declines.
Pans of the manufacturing sector also suffered
adverse consequences from the shocks from abroad.
Overall, real net exports deteriorated sharply, as
exports stagnated and imports continved to surge.
The deterioration was particularty matked in the
first half of the year; the second half brought a
further, more modest, net widening of the external
deficit.

Mcanwhile, domeslic spending continoed o
advance rapidly. Household expenditures were bol-
stered by gains in real income and a further rise
in weaith, while a Jow cost of capital and optimism
about future profitability spurred businesses to invest
heavily in new capital equipment. Although securi-
ties markets were disrupted in lale summer and early
fall, credi1 generally remained available from alterna-
tive sources. Once the sirains on securities markets
had eased, businesses and households generally had
ready access 1o credit and other sources of finance on
relatively favorable terms, although spreads in some
markets remained quite elevared, especially for
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lower-rated borrowers. Al told, household and busi-
ness outlays rose even more rapidly than in 1997, and
that acceleration kept the growth of real GDP strong
even as net exports were slumping.

Deteriorating economic conditions abroad, coupled
with the strength of the dollar over the first eight
months of the year, helped 1o hold down inflation in
the United States by trimming the prices of oil and
other imports. These declines reduced both he prices
paid by consumers and the costs of production in
many lines of business, and the competition from
abroad kept businesses from raising prices 85 much
as they might have otherwise. As the result of a
reduced rate of price inflation, workers enjoyed a
larger rise in real purchasing power even as increases
in nominal hourly compensation picked up only
slightly on average. Because of increased gains in
productivity, corporations in the aggregate were able
ta absorb the larger real pay increases without suffer-
ing a serious diminution of profitability.

Monetary Policy, Financial Markets,
and the Economy over 1998 and Early 1999

Monetary policy in 1998 needed to balance two major
risks 1o the economic expansion. On the one hand,
with the domestic economy displaying considerable
momentum and labor markets tight, the Federal Open
Market Committes (FOMC) was concerned about the
possible emergence of imbalances that would lead to
higher inflation and thereby, eventually, put the sus-
1ainability of the expansion at risk. On the other hand,
troubles in many foreign economies and resulting
financial wrmoil both abroad and at home seemed, at
times, to raise the risk of an excessive weakening of
aggregate demand.

Over the first seven months of the year, neither of
these poiential tendencies was sufficiently dominant
to prompt a policy action by the FOMC. Although
the incoming data gave no evidence of a sustained
slowing of output growth, the Commitice members
believed that the pace of expansion likely would
moderate as businesses began 1o slow the rapid rates
at which they had been adding to their stocks of
inventories and other investmenl goods, and as
houscholds wrimmed the large advances in their
spending on consumer durables and homes. Rela-
tively firm real interest rates, buoyed by a high real
federal funds rale resniting from the decline in the
level of expected inflation, were thought likely to
help restrain the growth of spending by businesses
and houscholds. Another check on growth was
expected to come from the effects on imports and
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difficultics had been weighing on U.S. asset markets:
Stock prices had fallen sharply in Jate July and into
Avgust as investors became concerned about the
outlook for profits, and risk spreads in debt markets

dropped  noticeably. Moreover, inflation remained
subdued, and a pickup was not expected in the near-
to-intermediate term because of declining oil prices,
and because of economic weakness abroad and the
appreciation of the dollar, which were expecied o
trim the prices of imported goods and to increase
price competition for many US. prod None-

had widened, atbeit from very low levels. Taking
account of these circumstances, the Committee again
left monetary pelicy unchanged at the August meet-
ing, but it shifted to a symmetric dircctive, reflecting
ils perceplion that the risks o the economic outlook,
at prevailing short-term rates, had become roughly
halanced

theless, with labor markets already quite tant and
aggregate demand growing rapidly—a combination
that often has signaled the impending buildup of
inflationary p the Commi # ils meet-
ings from March through July, judged conditions to
be such that, if a policy action were to be taken in the
period immediately abead, it more likely would be a
tightening than an easing; its directives to the
Account Manager of the Domestic Trading Desk at
the Federal Reserve Bank of New York noted that
asymmetry.

By the time of the August FOMC meeting, how-
ever, the situation was changing. Although tight labor
markets and rapid cutput growth costinued 1o pose
a risk of higher inflation, the damping influence of
forcign economic developments on the U.S. economy
seemed likely to i . The ¢ ion in the
emerging market economies in Asia appeared to be
decper than had been anticipated, and the economic
situation in Japan had deseriorated. Financial markets
in some foreign cconomics also had cxperienced
greater wurmoil, and, the day before the Committee
met, Russia was forced to devaloe the ruble. These
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Over subsequent weeks, conditions in financial
markets and the economic outlook in many foreign
countries deteriorated further, increasing the dangers
to the US. expansion. With investors around the
world apparently recvaluating the risks associated
with various credits and seemingly becoming less
willing or able to bear such risks, asset demands
shifted toward safer and more liquid instruments.
These shifts caused a sharp Fall in yiclds on Treasury
securities. Spreads of yields on private debt securities
over those on comparable Treasury instruments
widened considerably further, and issuance slowed
sharply. Measurcs of market volatility increased,
and liquidity in many financial markets was curtailed.
Equity prices continued to slide lower, with most
broad indexes falling back by sarly September to
near their levels at the start of the year. Reflecting the
weaker and more uncertain economic outlook, some
banks boosied interest rate spreads and fees on new
loans to businesses and tightened their underwriting
standards.

Against this backdrop, at its September meeting
the FOMC looked beyond incoming data suggesting
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that the economy was continuing 10 expand at a
Tobust pace, and it lowered the intended level of the
federal funds rate Y percentage point. The Commit-
tee noted that the rate cut would cushion the effects
on prospective U.S. economic growth of increasing

kness in foreign e ies and of less accommo-
dative conditiens in domestic financisl markets. The
directive adopted at the meeting suggested a biss
toward further easing over the intermeeting period. In
the days following the policy move, disterbances in
financial markets worsened. Movements in Lhe prices
of securities were exacerbated by a deterioration
in market liquidity, as some securities dealers cut
back on their market-making activities, and by the
expected unwinding of positions by hedge funds and
other leveraged investors. In early October, Treasury
yields briefly umbled 1o their lowest levels in many
years, reflecting effons by invesiors 1o exchange
other instruments for riskless and liquid Treasury
securities.

Alhough some measures of market turbulence had
begun 10 ease a bit by mid-October, financial markets
remained extremely volatile and cisk spreads were
very wide, On October 15, consistent with the direc-
live from the September meeting, the intended fed-
eral funds rate was trimmed anather % percentage
point, to 5 percent. This policy move, which occurred
between FOMC mectings, came at the initiative
of Chairman Greenspan and followed a conference
call with Committee members. At the same time,
the Board of Governors approved a % percent-
age point reduction in the discount rate. These
actions were taken to buffer the domestic economy
from the impact of the tess accommodative condi-
tions in domestic financial markets, in part by con-
tributing to some stabilization of the global financial
situation.

Foliowing the October pelicy move, strains in
domestic financial markets diminished considerably.
As safe-haven demands for Treasury securities ebbed,
Treasury yields generally trended higher, and mea-
sures of financial market volatility and illiquidity
eased. Nonetheless, risk spreads remained very wide,
and liquidity in many markets continued to be lim-
ited. Moreover, although pressures on some emeTging
market economies had receded a bit, partly reflecting
concerted international efforts 1o provide assistance
to Brazil, the foreign economic outlook remained
uncertain. With downside risks still substantial, and
in light of the cumulative effect since August of the
tightening in many seciors of the credit markets and
the weakening of econemic activily abroad, the
FOMC reduced the intended federal funds rate a
further Y percentage point at iis November meeting,
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bringing the total reduction during the autuma to
¥ percentage point. The Board of Governors also
approved a second % percentage point cut in the
discount rate. The Committee believed that, with this
policy action, financial conditiotrs could reasonably
be expected to be consistent with fostering sustained
economic expansion while keeping inflationary pres-
sures subdued, The action provided some insurance
against an unexpectedly severe weakening of the
expansion, and the Committee therefore established a
symmetrical directive. By the time of the December
meeting, the sivation in financial markets had
changed little, on balance, and the Commitiee
decided that no further change in rates was desirable
and that the directive should remain symmetrical.
Some measures of financial volatility eased further
in the new year, although risk spreads on corporate
bonds remained at quite high levels. Yields on Trea-
sary securities were abowt flar, on batance, in Janu-
ary, as the effect of stronger-than-expected economic
growth appeared to be about offset by data suggesting
that inflation remained quiescent and perhaps also by
the effects of some safe-haven fows prompied by
the deteriorating situation in Brazil, Over the same
period, stock prices surged higher, led by computer
and other technology shares, and most stock price
indexes posted new highs. By the (ime of the Feb-
roary 2-3 mecting, financial markets were easily
accommodating robust demands for credit, and eco-
nomic activity seemed to have more momentum than
many had anticipated. However, the foreign sector
continued to posc a threat to US. growth going
forward, inflation showed no signs of picking up
despite the rapid pace of growth and the very tight
labor market, and some slowing of economic growth
remairted a likely prospect. In these circumstances,
the FOMC concluded that it was prudent to wais for
further information, and it left policy unchanged.

Economic Prajections for 1999

By and large, the members of the Board of Governors
and the Federal Reserve Bank presidents, all
of whom participate in the deliberations of the
FOMC, expect the economy to expand muxlerately,
on average, in 1999, The central tendency of the
FOMC participants’ forecasts of real GDP growth
from the fourth quarter of 1998 to the fourth quarter
of 1999 is 24 percent 10 3 perceni. The anticipated
expansion is expected to create enough new jobs to
keep the civilian unemployment rate near its recent
average, in & range of 4% percent o 4% percent.
With tightness of the labor market expected to persise
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and oil and import prices unlikely o be as weak in
1999 as they were in 1998, inflation is expected 1o
move up somewhat from the rate of this past year but
to remain low by the standards of the past three
decades: The central tendency of the FOMC partici-
panes’ CPI inflation forecasts for 1999 is 2 percent o
2' percent. The Federal Reserve officials’ inflation
forecasts are closely aligned with that of the Admin-
istration, and their forecasts of real GDP and unem-
ployment depict a somewhat stronger real economy
than the Administration is projecting.

Present circumstances suggest that domestic
demand could continue to rise briskly for a while
longer. Consumer spending continues to be driven
by strong gains in employment, increases in real
incomes, and rising levels of wealth. Those same
factors, together with low mortgage interest rates, are
keeping housing activity robust. Businesses are still
investing heavily in new capital, especially comput-
ers and other- high-tech equipment. Households and
businesses appear willing 1o take on more debt in
support of spending; although spreads on corporate
debt remain elevated, rate levels are perceived to be
attractive for most borrowers, and restraint on access
to finance is not much in evidence.

As the year progresses, however, gains in domes-
tic spending should begin to modérate. Spending
increases for housing, consumer durables, and busi-
ness equipment have been exceptionally large for a
while now, substantially raising the rate of growth in
the amounts of these goods owned by businesses and
houscholds; some moderation in outlays seems likely,
lest these holdings become disproportionate (o under-
lying trends in income and output. The cutlook for
spending continues 1o be obscured o some degree
by uncertaintics about the course of equity prices: a
failure of these prices to match the outsized gains

posted in recent years would comtribute to some
moderation in spending growth, especiatiy by house-
holds. Government spending, which accounts for
about one-sixth of domestic demand, seems likely w0
expand at a moderate pace overall. Along with the
numercus other uncertaintics that attend the outlook,
an additiona uncertainty is present this year because
of the approach of the year 2000 and the associated
Y2K problem.

Growth abroad is expected to remain sluggish, on

‘balance, in 1999, limiting the prospects for exports.

At the same time, growth of the U.S. economy prob-
ably will continue to generate fairly brisk increases in
imports. In total, real net exports of goods and ser-
vices seem likely to fall further in the coming year,
although several factors—the decline in the dollar
from its peak of last summer, the expected slow-
ing of income growth in the United States, and the
possibility of a slight pickup in economic growth
abroad—provide a basis for thinking that this year's
drop in net exports might not be as large as that of
1998.

The future course of inflation will depend in pant
on what happens to the prices of oil and other
imports, and restraint from those sources secms
unlikely to be as great as it was in 1998, The drop in
the price of oil this past year left it toward the lower
end of its range of the past couple of decades and
has thereby reduced the incentives for exploration,
drilling, and production. Futures markets have been
showing a gradual rise in the price of oil going
forward. Prices of nonoil imports changed little in the
fourth quarter of last year after having fallen sharply
in previous quarters. Indicators of the pressures
on domestic resources provided mixed signals over
the past year. In manufacturing, capacity utlization
declined considerably, to a level below its long run
average, reflecting slower production growth and siz-
able additions 1o the stock of capital. However, labor
markets remained very taut, and with the economy
apparently carrying substantial momentum into this
year, data on costs and prices will need to be moni-
tored carefully for signs that a rising inflation pat-
tern might start 10 take hold. In that regard, the
FOMC will continue to rely not only on the CPI but
also on a variety of other price measures to gauge
the economy’s inflation performance in the period
ahead.

Money and Debt Ranges for 1999

AU its most recent meeting, the FOMC reaffirmed the
1999 monetary growth ranges that were chosen on a
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provisional basis last July: 1 percent 10 5 percent for
M2, and 2 percent to 6 percent for M3, As has been
the case for some time, the FOMC intends these
money growth ranges to be benchmarks for growth
under conditions of price stability, sustainable real
economic growth, and historical velocity relation-
ships rather than ranges thal encompass the expected
growth of money over the coming year or that serve
as gwides to policy.

Given contiwed uncenainty about movemens in
the velocities of M2 and M3 (the ratios of nominal
GDP 10 the aggregates), the Committee would have
fittle confidence that money growth within any par-
ticular range selected for the year would be associ-
ated with the economic performance it expected or
desired. Nonetheless, the Committee belicves that,
despite the apparent large shift in velocity behavior in
the carly 1990s, money growth has some value as an
economic indicator, Indeed, some FOMC members
have expressed the concern that the unusvally rapid
growth in the moncy and debt aggregates in 1998
might have reflecied monetary conditions that were
100 accommodative and would ultimately lead to an
increase In infiaion pressures. The Committes will
continve to monitor the TROnCwry agpregates as well
as & wide variety of other economic and financial data
1o inform its policy deliberations.

Last year, M2 increased 8% percemt, and with
nominal GDP rising 5 percent, M2 velocity decreased
3 percent. This drop in velocity was considerably
larger than would have be¢n expected on the basis of
historical relationships and the modest decline in the
opportunity cost of M2 (measured as the difference
between the jnierest raie on Treasury bitls and the
weighted average raie available on M2 assets). The
fall in velocity in pant refigcled an increased demand
for the safe and liquid assets in M2 as investors
responded to the heighiened volatility in financial
markets in the second half of the year, Other faciors
that may have contributed include lower long-term
interest rates and a very flat yield curve, which might
have suggesied to houscholds that they would be
giving up very liule in earnings by parking savings in
short-term assets in M2. In addition, M2 may have
been boosted by a desire on the part of some inves-
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tors to redirect savings flows away from equities after
several years of outsized gains in stock market
wealth, With cquity wealth sill elevated and the
yield curve likely to remain flat, M2 velocity could
continue t0 fall this year. However, the pace of
decline should siow as some households respond to
the easing of concerns about financial market volatil-
ity by reversing a portion of the shift toward M2
assets thal occurred last fall. Indeed, this effect may
already be visible, as M2 growth, while sill robust,
has slowed considerably early this year. If velocity
does fall, given the Committee's expectations for
nominal income growth, M2 could again exceed its
price-stability benchmark range.

M3 expanded 1| percent last year, and its velocity
felt 5'4 percent, the largest drop in many years. The
rapid growth in this aggregate owed in large pan to
a substantial rise in institutional money funds. These
funds have been expanding rapidly in recent years as
nonfinancial firms increasingly employ them o pro-
vide cash managemem services, Investmenis in these
funds provide businesses with greater liquidity than
direct boldings of money market instruments, and by
substituting for such direct holdings, they boost M3.
M3 was also buoyed last year by a large advance
in the managed labilities banks used to fund rapid
growth in bank credit. In part, the growth in bank
credit reflected demand by borrowers shifting from
the securities markets, and with these markets again
receplive 1o mew issves, bank credit growth this
year is expetted to slow to a pace more in line with
broader debt aggregates However, institutional
money funds are Tikely to continue their robust gains,
contributing to a further diminution in M3 velocity
and, possibly, to growth of this aggregate above its
price-stability range.

Domestic nonfinancial debt grew 64 percent in
1998, somewhat ahove the middle of the 3 percent to
7 percent growth range the Committee established
last February. This robust growth reflected large rises
in the debt of businesses and households owing
to substantial advances in spending as well as debt-
financed mergers and acquisitions. However, the
increase in private-sector debt was partly offset by
the first annual decline in federal debt in almost thirty
years, As with the monetary aggregates, the Commit-
tee left the range for debt growth unchanged for
1999, After an aberrank period in the 1980s during
which debt growth greatly exceeded growth of nomi-
nal GDP, debt growth over the past decade has
returved to its historical pattern of about match-
ing growth of nominal GDP, and the Committee
members expect debt to fall within its range this
year,
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ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL DEVELOPMENTS
IN 1998 AND EARLY 1999

‘The U.S. economy continued to display great vigor in
1998, despite a sharp slowing of growth in foreign
economics and an unsettled world financial environ-
ment. According to the Commerce Depariment’s
advance estimate, real GDP increased a little more
than 4 percent over the four quarters of the year. The
economic difficulties fecing many of our trading part-
ners and the strength of the dollar through much of
the year led 10 sluggishness in real exports of goods
and services. However, the drag on the economy
from that source was more than offset by exceptional
strength in the real expendiwres of households and

Change in real GDP
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businesses, which were powered by strong real
income growth, large gains in the value of household
wealth, rcady access 10 ﬁmmcc dunng most of the
year, and widk g the future
of the Otonomy Although lurmcnl in financial mar-
kets scemed to threaten the economy for a time in
lare summer and carly autumn, that threat later
receded, in part because of the sieps taken by the
Federal Reserve to prevent the tghtening of credit
markets from impairing the expansion of activity.
The final quarter of the year brought brisk expansion
of employment and income, and the limited indi-
cators of activity in carly 1999 have been strong, on
balance.

The increase m the general price level this past
year was graller than that in the previous year, which
had itself been among the smallest in decades. The
chain-type price index for GDP rose slightly less than
1 percent, The further slowing of price increases was
in large part a reflection of sluggish conditions in the
world economy, which brought declines in the prices
of a wide range of imported goods, including oit and
other primary commoditics. In the domestic econ-
omy, nominal hourly compensation of workers picked
up only slightly despite the tightness of the fabor
market, and much of the compensation increase was
offset by gains in tabor productivity. As a result, unit
labor costs, the most important item in total business
costs, rose only modestly.

The Household Sector

Personal consumption expenditures increased more
than 5 percent in real terms in 1998, the biggest gain
in a decade and a half. Support for the large rise in
spending came from & combination of circumstances
that, on the whole, were exceptionally favomble to
houscholds. Strong gains in employment and real
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Nofe. I this chart sad in mibsequosl chans thi show the components of
real GDP. changes are messurod to the linal guarws of tee porkod indicasd, from
the final quariey of the penceding period. Last data poidt is from the advance
GDP report for 1998.04.

hourly pay gave another appreciable boost to the
growth of real labor income. At the same time, the
wealth of households recorded another year of sub-
stantial increase, bolstered in large part by the contin-
ved rise in equity prices. Although not all balance
sheet data for the end of 1998 are available, house-
hold net worth at that poiat appears to fiave been up
about 10 percent from the level at the end of
1997. The cumulative gain in household wealth since
1994 has amounted to nearly 50 percent.

The rise in net worth probably accounts for much
of the decline in the personal saving rate over the past
few years, 1o an annual average of 2 percent in 1998,
Households end to raise their saving from cument
income when they fecl that wealth must be increased
10 meet longer-run objectives, but they are willing 10
reduce their saving from curment income when they
feel that wealth already is at satisfactory levels. The

Change in real income and consumption
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Wealth and savings
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low level of the saving rate in 1998 is not so remark-
able when gauged against a wealth-lo-income ratio
that has been running in a range well above is
longer-run historical average.

All of the major categories of persomal conrsump-
tion expenditures—durables, nondurables, and
services—recorded gains in 1998 hat were the
largest of the 1990s. Spending on durable goods rose
more than 12 percent over the year. Within that
category, expenditures on home computers once
again stood out, rising roughly 70 percent in real
terms, a gain that reflected both increased nominal
outlays and a further substantial decline in computer
prices. Consumer outlays on motor vehicles also rose
sharply, despite some temporary limitations on sup-
ply from a midyear auto sirike. Spending on most
other types of durable goods registered increases that
were well above the averages of the past decade or
s0. Because goods such as these are not consumed all
at once—but, rather, add 10 stocks of durable goods
thar will be yielding services to consumers for a
number of years—ihey embody a form of economic
saving that is not captured in the normal measure of
the saving rate in the national income accounts.

The increases in income and net worth that led
houscholds to boost consumption expenditures also
led them to invest heavily in additions 1o the stock of
housing. Declines in mortgage interest rates weighed
in as weil, helping 1o maintain the affordability of
housing even as house prices moved up somewhat
faster than overall infistion. These developments
brought the objective of owning a home within the
reach of a greater number of houscholds, and the
home-ownership rate, which has been trending up
this decade, rose 10 another now high in 1998,
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In the single-family sector, sales of new and exist-
ing homes surged, the former rising more than
10 percent from the previous year's total and the
latter more than 13 percent. Construction of single-
family houses strengthened markedly. The number of
these units started during the year was the largest
since the late 1970s, and it exceeded the previous
year's tolal by about 12 percent. In the fourth quarter,
unusvally mild weather permited builders to main-
tain activity later into the scason than they normally
would bave and gave an added kick to housing
starts. Starts increased funther in January of this year,
despite harsher weather in some regions.

In contrast to the strength in the single-family
sector, the number of multifamily units started in
1998 was up only a little from the total for 1997,
After bottoming out at a very low level carly in the
1990s, construction of these units had been wrending
back vp fairly briskly until this past year. But with
vacancy rates on moltifamily rental upits running a
touch higher this past year, builders and their credi-
tors may have become concerned about adding oo
many new units to the stock. Financing appeared
gencrally 10 be in ample supply for projects that
looked promising; during the period of financial tur-
moil, the flow of credit was supported by substantial
purchases of multifamily mongages and mongage-
backed securities by Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae.

Total outlays for residential investment increased
about 12% percent in real ierms during 1998, accord-
ing to the Commerce Department’s initial tally. The
large increase reftected not only the comstrucgon
work undertaken on new residential units during the
year but also sizable advances in real outlays for
home impeovements and in the volume of sales activ-
ity being camried on by real estate brokers, which
gencrated substantial gains in commissions.

Change in real residential investment
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The robust growth in household expenditures in
1998 was accompanied by an expansien of houschold
debt that likely exceeded B'2 percent, a somewhal
larger rise than in other recent years. Nonmortgage
debt increased about 6 percent, aboul 2 percentage
points above the previous year's pace but down con-
siderably from the double-digit increases posted in
1994 and 1995. Home montgage debt is estimated o
have jumped more than 9 percent, its largest annual
advance since 1990, boosted in part by the robust
housing market. In addition, with mortgage rates
reaching their lowest levels in many years, many
households refinanced existing motigages, and some
houscholds likely took the opportunity presented by
refinancing to increase the size of their mortgages,
using the extra funds raised to finance current expen-
ditures or to pay down other debts.

The growth in household debt reflected both sup-
ply and demand influences. With wealth rising faster
than income over the year and with consumer con-
fidence remaining at historically high levels, house-
holds were willing o boost their indebtedness to
finance increased spending. In addition, lenders gen-
erally remained accommodative toward all but the
most marginal houscholds, even after the twrmoil
in many financial markets in the fall. Afier a more
general tightening of loan conditions in response 10 a
rise in losses on such Joans between mid-1995 and
mid-1997, a smaller and declining fraction of banks
tightened consumer lending standards and werms last
year, according to Federal Reserve surveys. However,
the availability of high ican-to-value and subprime
home equity loans likely was reduced in the fall

Delinguency rates on household loans
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because of difficulties in the market for securities
backed by such loans.

Despite the rapid increase in debi, measures of
household financial stress were relatively stable last
year, although some remained at high levels. The
delinquency rate on home mortgages has stayed quite
low in recent years, while the delinquency rate on
avto loans at domestic auto finance companies has
trended lower. The delinquency rate on credit card
loans at banks flucwuated in a fairly narrow range in
1997 and 1998, but it remained elevated afier having
posted a substantial rise over the previous two years.
Personal bankruptey filings have followed a broadly
similar pattern: Annual growth has run at about 3 per-
cent over the past year and a half. down from annual
increases of roughly 25 percent between mid-1995
and early 1997, The stability of these measures over
the past couple of years likely owes in pan to the
carlier tightening of standards and terms on consumer
loans. In addition, lower interest rates and longer loan
maturities, which resulted from the shift toward mort-
gage finance, have helped to mitigate the effects
of increased borrowing on household debt-service
burdens.

The Business Sector

Business fixed investment increased about 12%% per-
cent during 1998, with a 17Y2 percent rise in equip-
ment spending more than accounting for the overall
advance. The strength of the economy and optimism
about its longer-run prospects provided underpin-
nings for increased investment. Outlays were also
bolstered by the efficiencies obtainable with new
technologies, by the favorable prices at which many
types of capital equipment could be purchased, and,
except during the period of financial market turmoil,
by the ready availability and low cost of finance,
either through borrowing or through the issuance of
equity shares.

Real expenditures on office and computing equip-
ment, after having risen at an average rate of roughly
30 percent in real terms from 1991 through 1997,
shifted into even higher gear in 1998, climbing about
65 percent. The outsized increase likely owed in pant
10 the efforts of some businesses to put new computer
systems in place before the end of the millennium, in
hopes of circumventing potential difficulties ansing
from the Y2K problem. But, beyond that, investment
in computers is being driven by the same factors
that have been at work throughout the expansion—
namely, the inroduction of machines that offer
greater computing power at increasingly atractive
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Change in real business fixed investment
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prices and that provide businesses new and more
efficient ways of organizing their operations, Price
declines this past ycar were especially large, as the
c081 reductions associated with technical change were
augmented by heightened international competition
in the markets for semiconductors and other com-
puter components and by price cutting 10 work down
the stocks of some assembled products.

Investment in communicalions equipment—
another high-tech category that is an increasingly
important part of total equipment outlays—-rose about
I8%% percent in 1998. After having traced out an
erratic pattern of ups and downs through the latter
part of the 1980s and the emly 1990s, veal outlays
on this type of equipment began 1 record sustained
large annual increases in 1994, and the advance last
year was one of the Jargest. Spending on other types
of equipment displayed varying degrees of. strength
across different sectors but recorded a sizable gain
overall, Investment in trapsportation equipment was
strong acToss the board, sputred by the need to move
greater volumes of goods of 10 CaITy more passengers
in an expanding economy. Spending on industrial
machinery advanced about 4% percent after Farger
gdins in most previous years of the expansion, a
pattern that mirrored a slowing of cutput growth in
the industrial sector.

Business wvestment in nonresidential structures,
which accounts for slightly more than 20 percent of
wtal b fixed in was down slightly
in 1998, according to the advance estimate. Sharply
divergent trends were evident within the sector, rang-
ing from considerable strength in the constraction of
office buildings to marked weakness in the construc-
won of industtial buildings. The waxing and waning
of industry-specific construction cycles appears to be
the main explanation for the diverse ouwcomes of this
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past year. Although some of the more specylative
construction plans may have been shelved because of
a tightening of the terms and standards on loans,
pantly in reaction (o the financial twrmoil, most build-
ers appear o have been able (o cventually obtain
financing. Despite the sluggishness of spending on
structares this past year, the level of investment
remained high enough to generate continued moder-
ate growth in the real stock of siructores.

Business inventories increased about 4% percent
in real terms this past year after having risen more
than 5 percent during 1997, Stocks grew at a 7 per-
cent annual rate in the first quarter, appreciably faster
than final sales, but inventory growth over the
remainder of the year was considerably slower than
in the first quarter, At year-end, stocks in most non-
farm industries were at levels that did not seem likely
1o cause firms 1o restrain production going forward.
Inventories of vehicles may even have been a little on
the lean side, as a result of both a strike that held
down assemblies through the middle part of 1998 and
exceplionally strong demand, which prevented the
rebuilding of stocks later in the year. By contrast,
inventorics al year-end appear 1o have been excessive
in a few nonfarm industries that have been hart by
the sluggish world economy, Swcks of farm com-
modities also appeared 10 be excessive, having been
boosted further this past year by large harvests and
sluggish export demand.

The economic profits of ULS. corporations—that is,
book profits adjusted so that inventories and fixed
capital are valued at their current replacement cost—
rose further, on net, over the first three quarters of
1998 but a1 a much slower pace than in most other
years of the current expansion. Companies” earnings
from operations in the rest of the world fell back a
bit, as did the profits of private financial corporations

Change in nonfarm business inventories
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Befoce-tax profits as a share of GDP
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from domestic operations. The profits of nonfinancial
corporations from domeslic opetations increased at
an annual rae of abow 1% percent. Although the
volume of output of the nonfinancial companies con-
tinued to rise rapidly, profits per unit of output were
squeczed a bit by companies’ difficalties in raising
prices in siep with cosis in a competitive market
environment.

With profits expanding more slowly and invest-
ment spending still on the upswing, businesses’
external funding needs increased substantially last
year. Aggregate borrowing by the nonfinancial busi-
ness sector is estimated 1o have expanded 92 percent
from the end of 1997 10 the end of 1998, the largest
increase in ten years. The risc reflecied growth in all
major types of business debt. Business bomowing
was also booested by substantial merger and acquisi-

Gross corporae bond issuance

tion activity, Indeed, mergers and acquisitions, share
repurchases, and foreign porchases of U.S. firms last
year overwhelmed the high level of both initial and
seasoncd public equity issecs, and net equity retire-
ments likely excoeded $250 billion.

The disruptions in the financial markets in late
summer and carly fall appear to have had little cffect
on total business borrowing but caused a substantial
temporary shift in the sources of credit. With inves-
tors favoring high credit quality and liquidity, yields
on lower-rated corporate bonds rose despite declining
Treasury mtes; the spread of yields on junk bonds
over those on comparable Treasury securities roughty
doubled between mid-summer and  mid-autumn
before falling back somewhat as conditions in finan-
cial markets cased. The spread of rates on lower-tier
commercial paper over those on higher-quality paper
rose substantially during the fall but had retraced the
rise by the early part of this year.

Reflecting these adverse marker conditions, non-
financial corporate bond issuance fell sharply in
Auvgust and remained low through mid-October, with
issuance of junk bonds virmally halted for a time.
Commercial paper issuance rose sharply in August
and September, as some firms apparently decided to
delay bond issues, tuming temporarily 1o the com-
mercial paper market insicad. Bond issuance picked
up again in laie October, however, and issuance in
November was robust. Reflecting this rebound, com-

ial paper outstanding fell back in the fourth
quarter. More recently, bond issuance has remained
healthy, while borrowing in the commercial paper
market has picked up.

During the period when financial markets were
strained, some borrowers substituted bank loans—in
some cascs under credit lines priced before the mar-
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kers became volatile—for other sources of credit, and
business Joans at banks expanded very rapidly for a
time before tailing off late in the year. Federal
Reserve surveys indicate that banks responded to the
turmeil in financial markets by tighiening standards
and terms on new loans and credit lines, especially
loans to larger custorners and those to finance com-
mercial real estate ventures. The tighiening reflected
the less favorable or more uncertain ecopomic Oui-
look as well as a reduced tolerance for risk on the
part of some banks. Bank lending standards and
terms appear to have tightened only a little further
since the fall, however, and business loans at banks

Federal receipis and expenditures
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have expanded a bit since the end of Dy b
Despite the rapid growth in debt and the relauvely
small gain in proﬁls last vear, the ﬁnnm:al condition
of nonfi remained strong. Imeresy
rates for many h i fell, on bal over the
course of the year, and bond yields for investment-
grade firms reached their lowest level in many years.
Reflecting these low borrowing costs, the aggregate
debt-service burden for ponfinancial corporations,
measured gs the ratic of net interest payments to cash
flow, remained about 94 percent, near is low of
9 percent in 1997 and less than half the peak jevel
teached in 1989, The delinquency raie for banks’
commercial and industrial Joans also remained near
the trough reached in late 1997, while that for com-
mercial real estate loans fefl a bit further from the
already very low level posted in 1997. Although
Moody's Investors Service downgraded more oon-
financial firms than it upgraded over the second half
of the year, the downgraded firms were smaller on
average, and so the debt of those upgraded about
equaled the debt of those downgraded. Through
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October, business failures remained at the low end of
the range seen over the past decade,

The Government Sector

The federal government recarded a surplus in the
unified budget this past fiscal year for the first time in
nearly three decades. The surplus, amouming 1o
$69 billion, was equal to about % percent of GDP. a
huge turnabout from the deficiis of the early 1990s,
which in some years were more thap 4% per-
cent of GDP The swing from deficit 1o sur-
plos over the past few years is parly the resubft
of fiscal policies aimed ot lowering the deficit and
partly the resuit of the strength of the economy and
the stock market. Excluding nel inkerest payments—
a charge stemming from past deficitls—the gov-
ernment recorded a surplus of more than $300 billion
in fiscal 1998,

The improvement in the government’s saving posi-
tion has permitied national saving—the combined
gross saving of houscholds, businesses, and
governments—to move up about 3 percentage points
from its bow of a few years ago, even though personal
saving has fallen sharply. In turn, that increase in
national saving has helped facilitate the boom in
investment spending—in contrast to the experience
of the 1980s and carly 1990s, when persistent large
budget deficits iended to redwce paticnal saving,
‘boost interest rates higher than they otherwise would
have been, and thereby crowd out private capital
formation.

Federal receipts in the unified budget in fiscal year
1998 werz up 9 percent from the previous fiscal year,
with much of the gain coming from personal income
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taxes, which rose more than 12 percent for a second
consecutive year. These receipts have been rising
faster than personal income in recent years, for sev-
eral reasons: Tax rates at the high end of the income
scale were raised by legislation that was passed
in 1993 to help reduce the deficit; more taxpayers
have moved into higher tax brackets as income has
increased; and large increases in asset values have
raised tax receipls from capital gains. Social insur-
ance tax receipls, the second most important source
of federal revenue, increased 6 percent in fiscal 1998,
just a touch faster than the increase in fiscal 1997 and
roughly in swep with the growth of wages and sala-
ries. Receipts from the waxes on corporate profits,
which account for just over 10 percemt of federal
revenues, rose fess rapidly than in other recent years,
restrained by the stower growth of corporaw profits.
In the first three months of fiscal 1999, net receipts
from corporate taxes dipped below year-carlier lev-
els, but gains in individual income taxes and payroll
taxes kept total federal receipts on a rising trajectory.

Unified outlays increased 34 percent in fiscal 1998
after having risen 2% percent in the preceding fiscal
year. Net interest payments and nominal expenditures
for defense fell slightly in the latest fiscal year, and
outlays for income security and Medicane rose only a
litthe, Social security expenditures increased moder-
ately but somewhat less than in other recent years. By
conirast, the growth of Medicaid payments picked up
to about 6 percent after having increased less than
4 percent in each of the preceding two years; how-
ever, even the 1998 rise was not large compared with

those of many earlier years when both medical costs-

and Medicaid caseloads were increasing rapidly and
rates of federal reimbursement to the states were
being raised. Federal spending in fisca! 1999 will be

boosied to some degree by new budget authority for
a variety of functions, including defense, embassy
sccurity, disaster relief, preparation for Y2K, and aid
to agriculture; this authority was created in emer-
gency legislation that provided an exceplion (0 statu-
tory spending restrictions.

Real federal outlays for consumption and invest-
ment, the part of federal spending that is counted in
GDP, increased 1 perceat, on net, from the final
quarter of calendar year 1997 1o the final quarter of
1998. A reduction in real defense outlays over that
period was more than offset by a jump in the non-
defense category.

With the budget balance shifting from deficit
surplus, the stock of publicly held federal debt
declined last year for the first time since 1969 and fell
further as a share of GDP. From the eng of 1997 w0
the end of 1998, US. government debi fel) 1Y% per-
cent, as the govermment reduced the outstanding
stock of both bills and coupon securities. Despite the
reduction in its debt, the federal government contin-
ued substantial gross borrowing to fund the retire-
ment of mataring securities. However, with the need
for funds timmed substantiaily, the Treasury changed
ils auction schedules, discontinuing the three-year
note auctions and moving to quarterly, rather than
monthly, auctions of five-year notes. By reducing the
number of coupon secutity issues, the Treasury is
able w boost the size of cach, thereby contributing to
their liquidity. The decrease in the iotal volume of
coupon securities is intended to boost the size of bill
offerings over time, helping liquidity in that market
and also allowing, as the Treasury prefers, for bal-
anced issuance wross the yield curve. The Treasury
also announced in October that ail fature b} and
coupon security auctions would employ the single-
price format that had already been adopted for the
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two-year and five-year note auctions and for auctions
of inflation-indexed securities. The Treasory judged
that the single-price formal had reduced servicing
costs and resulted in broader market participation.

The Treasary continued {0 auvction inflation-
indexed securities in subsiantial volume last year in
an effort to build up this part of the Treasury market.
In April, the Treasury issued its first thirty-year
indexed bond, and in Septernber it announced a regu-
lar schedule of ten- and thirty-year indexed security
auctions. The Treasury alzo began offering inflation-
indexed savings bonds in September.

State and Jocal governments recorded further
increases in their budgetary surpluses in 1998, both
in absoluie terms and as a share of GDP. Revenue
from the taxes on individuals' incomes has been
growing very rapidly, keeping total receipts on a
solid upward course. At the same time, the growth
of transfer payments, which had threatened to over-
whelm state and local budgets earlier in the decade,
has slowed substantially in recent years. Growth of
other types of spending has been trending up moder-
aicly, on balance. The 1998 rise in real expenditures
for consumption and investment amounted 0 abom
2V percent, according 10 the initial estimate; annual
gains have been in the range of 2 percent to 2% per-
cent in each of the past seven years.

Despite rising surpluses, state and local govern-
ment debt increased an estimated 7 percent in 1998, a
pickup of gbout 2 percentage points from growth
in 1997. Somewhat more than half of the long-term
borrowing by state and local governments last year
refiected new borrowing to fund cerrent and antici-
pated capital spending on utilities, transportation,
education, and other capital projects. The combina-
tion of budget surpluses and relatively heavy bomow-
ing kikely reflected a number of factors. First, some of
these governments may have spent the newly raised
funds on capital projects while at the same time
buitding wp surpluses in “‘rainy day fands™ for Jater
use. Second, because state and local governmenis
under some circumstances ave Wilowed 1o hold funds
raised in the markets for as long as five years before
spending them, some of the money raised last year
may not have been spent. Finally, there was a sub-
stantial volume of “advance refunding” last year, In
an advance refunding, the borrower issues pew bonds
before existing higher-rate bonds can be called, in
anticipation of calling the old bonds on the date that
oplion becomes available, While this sort of refinanc-
ing temporarily boosts oual debt, i1 altows e siae or
local government to lock in the lower raie even if
municipal bond yields subsequently rise over the
peried before the call date. The high leve! of advance-
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refunding activity last year was the resul of lower
bormowing costs. Although yiclds on tax-exempt
municipal securities did not decline nearly as much
as those on comparable Treasury securitics, they
nonetheless reached their lowest levels in many years.
In adddition, rating agencies upgraded about five times
as many state and local government issues last year
as they downgraded, trimming borrowing costs fur-
ther for the upgraded entities.

The External Sector
Trade and the Current Account

U.S. external balances deterioraled further in 1998,
largely because of the disparity between the rapid
growth of the US. economy and the sluggish growth
of ihe economies of many of our wading parimers.
The norninal trade deficit for goods and services was
$169 billion, considerably larger than the $110 bil-
lion deficit in 1997. For the first thwee quarters of the
year, the current account deficit averaged 3220 bil-
lion at an annual rate, substantially larger than the
1997 deficit of %155 billion. The large current
account deficits of recent years have been funded
with increased net foreign saving in the United States.
As a result, US. gross domestic investment has
exceeded the level that conid have been financed by
gross national saving alone, but at the cost of a rise in
net ULS, external indebiedness,

The increase in the current account deficit last year
was due to a decline in net exports of goods and
services as well as a further weakening of net invest-
mem income from abroad. Until 1997, net investment
income had helped to offset persistent wrade deficits.
But as the US. net external debt has risen in recent

U.S, cutrent account
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years, het investment income has become increas-
ingly negative, moving from a $14 billion surpius in
1996 to a $5 billion deficit in 1997 and a deficit
averaging $15 billion at an annual rate over the first
three quaniers of [998. Net income from portfolio
investrnent became increasingly ncgative during that
period as the net portfolio lability position of the
United States grew larger. In addition, net incotne
from ditect investment slowed lase year because
slower forcign cconomic growth lowered US. eam-
ings on fnvesoment abroad, the appreciation of the

sise in 1997, Declipes during the first three quarters
(especially in machinery exports) were offset by a
rebound in the fowrth quarter, which was led by
increases in exports of awtomotive products, The
price competitivencss of U.S. products decreased,
reflecting the appreciation of the dollar through mid-
August. In addition, economic activity abroad weak-
ened sharply; total average Toreign growth (weighted
by shares of U5, exports) plunged from 4 percent in
1997 to an estimated ¥ percent in 1998, Moderate

dollar reduced the value of U.S. eamings, and buoy-
ant U.S. growth boosted foreigners' earnings on direct
investment in the United States,

The rise in the trade deficit reflecied an increase of
about 10 percent in real imports of goods and ser-
vices during 1998, according 1o the advance esti-
mates from the Commerce Department. The ¢xpan-
sion was fueled by robust growth of U.S. domestic
demand and by continued declines in import prices,
which stemmed i part from the strength of the dollar
through mid-August and in part from the efiects of
recessions gbroad. Of the major trade categories,
increases in impotts were sharpest for finished goods,
especially capital equipment and automotive prod-
ucts. The quantity of imported oi rose appreciably as
demand increased in response to the strength of US.
economic activity and lower oil prices, while domes-
tic production declined slightly, The price of imported
oil fell about $6.50 per barre] over the four quarters
of the year. World oil prices fell in response 1o
reduced demand associated with the economic slow-
down in many foreign nations and with wnusually
warm weather in the Northern Hemisphere as well as
to an increase in supply from Iraq.

Real exponts of goods and services grew about
1 percent, on net, in 1998 after posting a 10 percent

Change in reaf imports and cxports of goods and services

Percess, €4 10 (4

[ impons
W Expons

(X3

.org/

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

exf of exports to Europe, Canada, and Mexico
was about offset by a decline in exports associated
with decp recessions in Japan and the cmerging Asian
economies (panticularly in the frst half of the year)
and in South America (in the second half of the
year).

Capital Flows

The financial difficulties in a number of emerging
market economies had several noticeable effects on
US5. imemational capital flows in [998. Financial
wrmoil put strains on official reserves in many
emerging market economies. Foreign official assets
in the United States fell $43 billion in the first three
quarters of the year, This decline, which began in the
fourth quarter of 1997, has been largest for devel-
oping countries, as many of them drew down their
foreign exchange reserves in response to exchange
rate p . OPEC i forcign official
reserves also shrank in the first three quarters of
1998, as oil revenues dropped. Preliminary data indi-
cate that foreign official assets in the Uniied States,
especialty those of industrial countries, rebounded in
the Fourth quarier.

Private capital flows also were affected by the
global wrmoil. On a globa! basis, capital flows to
emerging market e jes fell sub ially in the
first haif of 1998 and then dropped precipitously in
late sunmer and early fall in the wake of the Russian
crisis. During the first half of the year, U.S. residents
acquired more than 340 hillion of foreign securities.
Net purchases virally stopped in July, and in the
Aupgusi-October period 1.5, residents, on net, sold
about $40 bilkion worth of foreign securitics. Prelimi-
nary data indicate a resumption of net U.S. purchases
in the final two months of 1998. Foreign net pur-
chases of 1.5, securities, which were substantial in
the first half of the year, fell off markedly in the
Tuly—October period, but preliminary data suggest a
significant recovery in November and December.
Thus, there is some evidence that the contraction in
gross capital flows seen in latc summer and early fail
waned somewhat in the fourth quarter.
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Balance of paymenis data available through the
first three quarters of 1998 show that total privae
foreign purchases of US. securities amounted to
$194 billion, somewhat below the level in the first
three quarters of 1997. Private foreign purchases of
1.5, Treasury securities were only $22 biflion in the
first three quarters, compared with $147 billion for all
of 1997. Private foreigners’ purchases of other US.
securities shifted away from equities and toward
bonds, relative o 1997, US. purchases of foreign
securities slowed markedly from their 1997 pace,
totaling only $27 billion for the first three quarters of
1998 compared with $89 billion for all of the preced-
ing year. The contraction in private portfolio capital
flows, though large, was overshadowed by huge
ditect investrmen capitel fiows, which resulted in part
from a number of very large cross-border mergers,
The $72 hillion in foreign direct investment into the
United States in the first three quarters, together with
several large mergers that occurred i the fourh
quarter, ar¢ certain to bring the total for last year well
above the record-high $93 billion posied in 1997,
Merger activity alse buoyed US. direct investment
abroad: The pace of such investment in the first three
quariers suggests that the annoal total will be near the
record-high $122 billion recorded in 1997,

The Labor Market

The mapid growth of output in 1998 was associated
with both increased haring and contineed healthy
growth in labor productivity. The number of jobs on
nonfarm payrolls rose about 244 percent from the end
of 1997 1o the end of 1998, & net increase of 2.3 mil-
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lion. Manufacturers reduced employment over the
year, but in other parts of the economy the demand
for labor contined (o rise rapidly. The construction
industry boosted employment about 6 percent over
the year, and both the services industries and the
finance, insurance, and real estate secior posted
increases of more than 3% percent. Stores selling
building maierials and home furnishings expanded
employment rapidly, as did firms invoived in com-
puter services, communications, and managerial ser-
vices. In the first month of 1999, nonfarm payrolls
increased an additional 245,000,

Output per hour in the nonfarm business sector
rose 2%4 percent in 1998 after having increased about
1% percemt, on average, over the Iwo previous years.
By comparison, the average rate of rise during e
19805 and the first half of the 1990s was just over
1 pevcent per year. Because productivity often picks
up to a pace above its Jong-run trend when cconomic
growth accelerates, the resnhs of the past three years
might wel! be oversiming the rate of efficiency gain
that can be maintained in coming years. Howgver,
reasons for thinking that the trend might have picked
up ta some degree are becoming more compelling in
view of the incoming data. The 1998 gain in cutput
per hour was particuiarly impressive in this regard, in
pan becanse i came a1 a time when many businesses
were diverting resources to correct the Y2K problem,
a move that likely imposed a bit of drag on growth of
output per hour. Higher res of capital formation are
raising the growth of capital per worker, and workers
arc likely becoming more skilled in employing the
new technologies. Businesses not only are increasing
their capital inputs but also are continwing o imple-
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operating procedures that might enhance efficiency
and bolster profit margins.

The rising demand for labor continued 10 strain
supply in 1998. The civilian labor force rose just 2
touch more than [ percenat from the fourth quarter of
1997 1o the fourth guarter of 1998, and with the
nunber of persons holding jobs tising somewhat
faster than the labor force, the civilian unemployment
rate fell still further. The unemployment rate was
4.3 percent at the end of 1998; the average for the full
year—4.5 percent-—was the lowest of any year in
almost three decades. In January of this year, the size
of the labor force rose rapidly, but so did emiploy-
ment, and the unemployment rate remained at
4.3 percent. The percentage of the working age popu-
lation that is outside the labor force and is interested
in obtaining work but not actively seeking it edged
down further this past year and has been in the lowest
range since the collection of these data began in
1970. With the supply of labor as tight as it is,
businesses are reaching further into the pool of indi-
viduals who do not have a history of strong attach-
ment to the Tabor force; persons who are attempi-
ing to move from welfare 1o work are among the
beneficiaries.

‘Workers have realized large increases in real wages
and real hourly compensation over the past cauple of
years. The increases have come pardy throngh faster
gains in nominal pay than in the mid-1990s but also
though reductions in the rate of price increase, which
have been cnhancing the real purchasing power of
nominal earnings, perhaps to 2 greater degree than
workers might have anticipated According o the
Labor Department’s employment cost index, the
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hourly compensation of workers in private nonfanm
industries rose 3% percent in nominal terms during
1998, a touch more than in 1997 and % percentage
point more than in 1996. Taking the consumer price
index as the measure of price change, this increase in
nominal hourly compensation translated into a 2 per-
cent increase in reafl hourly pay. one of the largest on
record in & series that goes back 0 the start of the
1980s; the gain was bigger still if the chain-type price
index for personal consumption expenditures is used
as the measure of consumer prices. Moreover, the
employment cost index does rot capture some of the
forms of compensation that employers have been
using to attract and retain workers—for example,
stock options and signing bonuses.

Because of the rapic growth in fabor productivity,
unjt labor costs have been rising much less rapidly
than hourly compensation in recent years. The
increase in unit labor costs in the nonfarm business
sector was only 1% percent in 1998. Businesses were
unable to raise prices sufficiently 1p recoup even this
small increase in costs, however. Labor gained a
greater share of the income generated from produc-
tion, and the prefit share, though still high, fell back a
little from its 1997 peak,

Prices

The broader measures of aggregaw price change
showed jnflation continuing 10 slow in 1998, The
consumer price index moved up 1%2 percent over the
four quarters of the year after having increased nearly
2 percent iti 1997, A steep decline in energy prices in
the CPI more than offset a small acceleration in the



Digitized for FRASER
http://fraser.stlouisfed

101

Monetary Policy Repont to the Congress [J February 1999

Changg in CORSEMET prices

Percent, {H 0 Q4

19%0

1992

NOTE. Consumer price index for al! urban consumers.

prices of other goods and services. Only part of the
deceleration in the total CPI was attributable to tech-
nical changes in data collection and aggregation.!

Measures of aggregate price change from the
national income and product accounts, which draw
heavily on data from the CP1 but also use daia from
other sources, showed a somewhat more pronounced
deceleration of prices in 1998. The chain-type price
index for personal comsumption expendiwres, the
measure of consumer prices in the national accounts,
rose ¥a percent after increasing 1Y4 percent in 1997.
The chain-fype price index for gross domestic
purchases-—the broadest measure of prices paid by
US. housebolds, businesses, and governments—
increased only ' percent in 1998 afier moving up
14 percent over the previous year. The rise in the
chain-type price index for gross domestic product of
slighily less than 1 percem was down from an
increase of 1% percent in 1997,

Developments in the external sector helped to
bring about the favorable inflation outcome of 1998,
Consumers benefited directly from lower prices of
finished goods purchased from abroad. Lower prices
for imports probably zlso held dowm the prices
charged by domestic producers, not only because
businesses were concerned about losing market share
w foreign competitors but alse because declines in

|. Since the end of |994, the Bureau of Labor Statistics hag taken a
mumber of 8Eps to make the consumer price index A niore Accupale
price measyre. The agency also jmtroduced new weights imo the CF}
at the start of 1998 In rotai, these changes probably reduced the 1998
rise in the CPY by slightly bess than 4 percentage point, reladve to the
increase that would have betn reported using the methodologies and
weights it existence 2 the end of 1994, Without the changes that took
effect in 1998. the decelerasion in the CPI last year probably wosld
fave Deen shout half as Large as was reported.
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3. Ahernative measures of price change

Percent
Price measre 1997 1998
Fived-weight
Consumet price index ... ... ..., 19 1.5
Excluding food and energy ..., 22 24
Chata-npe
Gross domestic product ... o L3 3
Cross dommestic puschases ... 13 k]
Persona) conpumption expendil .- 15 &
Excioding food and energy ... (£ 12

Note, Changes are based on quarterly aversges sné are memured to the
fourth quaner of the year indicated from the fourth quaner of the previous yeis.

commedity prices in sluggish world wmaskess hetped
reduce domestic production costs 1o some degree.

In manufacturing, one of the sectors most heavily
affected by the sofiness in demand from abroad, the
rate of plant capacity utilization fell noticeably over
the year—even as the unemployment rate contitued
to decline. The divergence of these two key measures
of resource use-—the capacity utilization rate and the
unemployment rate~—is unusual: They typically have
exhibited similar patterns of change over the course
of the business cycle, Because the unemployment
rate applies to the entire economy, it preswmably
should be a berer mdicator of the degree of pressure
on resources in general. At present, hawever, slack in
the goods-producing sector—a reflection of the siz-
able additions w0 capacity in this country and excess
capacity abroad—seemingly has enforced a disci-
pline of competitive price and cost control that has
affected the economy more generally,

Prices this past year tended to be weakest in the
seclors most closely linked to the external ecoromy.
The price of oil fell almost 40 percent from Decern-
ber 1997 10 December 1998. This drop triggered
steep declines in the prices of petrolemm producis
purchased directly by households. The retail price of
motor fuel fell about 15 percent over the four quarers
of the year, and the price of home heating [uel also
plunged. With the prices of natural gas and eleciricity
also falling, the CPI for energy was down about
9 percent over the year after having slipped 1 percent
in 1997,

Large declines in the prices of internaticmaily
traded commodities other than oil pulled down the
prices of many domesticaily produced primary inputs.
The producer price index for crude materials other
than energy, which reflects the prices charged by
domestic producers of these goods, fell move than
10 percent over the year. However, because these
non-oit commodities account for a small share of
total production costs, the effect of their decline on
inflation was much less visible forther down the
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chain of production. Intermediate materials prices
excluding food and energy fell about 1Y percent
over the four guarters of the year, and the prices of
finished goods excluding food and energy rose about
14 percent. The fatter index was boosted, in pan, by
an vhusually large hike in tobacco prices that fol-
lowed the settlement last fall of states’ litigation
against the tobacco companies, In the food sector as
well, the effects of declining commodity prices
became less visible further down the production
chain;, the PPI for finished foods was about
unchanged, on nel, over the year, and price increases
at the retail level, though small, were somewhat
larger than those of the preceding year.

Consumer prices excluding those of food and
energy—the core CPl—continued to rise in 1998,
but not very rapidly. As measured by the CPI, these
prices increased nearly 2V2 percent from the final
quarier of 1997 to the final quarer of 1998, a shade
more than in 1997, The chain-type price index for
personal consumption cxpendinures excluding food
and energy—the core PCE price index—decelerated
a bit funther, rising at roughly half the pace of the
core CPL. Methodological differences between the
two measures are numerous; some of the technical
problems that have plagued the CPI are less pro-
nounced in the PCE price measure, bui the latter also
depends partly on imputations of prices for which
observalions are not avaiiable. Both measures, how-
ever, seemed (o suggest that the underlying trend of
consumer price inflation remained low. A similar
message came from surveys of consumers, which
showed expectations of future price increases easing
2 hit further in 1998—although, as in other recent
years, the expected increases remained somewhat
higher than actual price increases.

Change in consumer prices excluding food and encrey

Penciy, {4 wo {0

Note, Convormer price index for il wrbem comsmmens,

U8 Financial Markets

11.5. interest rates fluctuated in fairly narrow ranges
over the first hatf of 1998, and most equity price
indexes posted substantial gams. However, afier the
devaluation of the Russian ruble in August and subse-
quent difficulties in other emerging market econo-
mies, investors appeared to reassess the risks and
uncertainties facing the U.S. economy and concluded
that more cautious postures were in order. That senti-
ment was reinforced by the prospect of an unwinding
of positions by some highly leveraged investors. The
resulting shifi wward safe, liquid investments led 1o a
substantial widening of risk spreads on debt instru-
ments and (o volatile changes in the prices of many
assets. Financial market volatility and manpy risk
spreads returned o more normal levels later in the
year and early this year, as lower imerest raes and
robust economic data seemed o reassure market par-
ticipamis that the economy would remain sound, even
in the face of additional adverse shocks from abroad.
However, lenders remained more cantious than they
had been in the first part of last year, especially in the
case of rskier credits.

Interest Rates

Over the first half of 1998, shon-term Treasary rates
moved in a narrow range, anchored by unchanged
monctary policy, while yields on imermediate- and
long-term Treasury sccwritics varied in response to
the market’s shifting assessment of the likely impact
of foreign economic difficulties on the U.5. economy.
In tate 1997 and into 1998, spreading Anancial crises
in Asia were associated with declines in ULS. interesi
rates, as investors anticipated that weakness abroad
would constraint U.S. economic growth and cushion
the impact of tight U.S. labor markets on inflation.
However, interest raics moved back op faer in the
first guarter of 1998, as the U.S. economy continued
10 expand al a healthy pace, fucled by hefiy gains in
domesuc demand. Afier a couple of months of smail
changes, Treasury rates fell in May and June, when
concerns. about foreign economies, particularly in
Asia, once again led some observers 10 expect weaker
growth in the United Simes and may also have
boosied the demand for safe Treasury securities rela-
tive 1o other instruments.

Treasury rates changed litile, on net, in the carly
summer, bul they slipped lower in August, reflecting
incrcased concern about the Japanese economy and
financiai problems in Russia, The defanlt by Russia
on Somk: g debn obligations and the devalu-
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Selected Treasury rates, daily dsta
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ation of the ruble in mid-August not only resuited in
sizable losses for some investors but also undermined
onfid in other ging market ece ies. The
currencies of many of these economies came under
substantial pressare, and the market value of the
international debt obligations of some countries
declined sharply, U.S. investors shared in the resuit-
ing losses, and U.S. economic growth and the profits
of U.S. companies were perccived to be vulnerable.
In these ciccumstances, many investors, both here
and abroad, appeared [0 rcassess the riskiness of
varicus counterpamies and investments and to
become less willing to bear risk. The resulting shift
of demand toward safety and liquidity led 10 declines
of 40 to 75 basis points in Treasury coupon yields
between mid-August and mid-September. In contrast,
yields on higher-quality private securities fell much
less, and those on issues of lower-rated firms

Selecied Treasury rates, quaricrly data
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increased sharply. As a result, spreads of private rates
over Treasury rates rose substantially, reaching levels
not seen for many years, and issuance of corporate
securities dropped sharply.

The desire of investors to limit risk-taking as mar-
kets became troubled in the Iate summer showed up
clearly in mytual fund flows. High-yield bond funds,
which had posted net inflows of more than $1 billkion
¢ach month from May to July, saw a $3.4 billion
ourflow in August and inflows of less than $400 mil-
lion in Sepiember and October before rebounding
sharply in November. By contrast, inflows to govern-
ment bond funds jumped from less than $1 billion in
July 1o more than $2 billion a month in Angust and
Sepeember. Equity mutual funds posted net outtlows
totaling nearly $12 billion in August, the first
monthly outflow since 1990, and inflows over the rest
of the year were well below those earlier in the year.

In part, the foreign difficulties were ransmined
w US. markets by losses incurred by leveraged
investors—including banks, brokerage houses, and
hedge funds—~as the prospects for distress sales of
riskier assets by such invesiors weighed on market
sentiment, depressing prices. Many of these entities
did reduce the scale of their operations and trim their
risk exposures, responding o pressures from more
cawtious copnterpartics. As a result, kiquidity in many
markets declined sharply, with bid-asked spreads
widening and large transactions becoming more diffi-
cult (0 complese. Even in the market for Treasury
securilies, investors showed an increased preference
for the liguidity offered by the most recent issucs at
each maturity, and the yields on these moce actively
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traded “on-the-run” securities fell noticeably relative
0 those available on “off-the-run™ issues, the ones
that had been outstanding longer.

Conditions in U.S. financial markets deteriorated
further following revelations in mid-September of
the magnitude of the positions and the extent of
the losses of a major hedge fund, Long-Term Capital
Management. LTCM indicated that it sought high
rates of return primarily by identifying small discrep-
ancies in the prices of different instruments refative
10 historical norms and then taking highly leveraged
positions in those instruments in the expeciation that
markel prices would revert to such norms over time,
In pursuing its strategy, LTCM took very large posi-
tions, some of which were in relatively small and
illiquid markets.

LTCM was quite successful between 1995 and
1997, but the shocks hiting wotld financial markets
last Awgust gencrated substantia) losses for the firm.
Losses mounted in September, and before new inves-
tors could be found, the Aim encountered difficuliies
meeting liquidity demands arising from its collateral
agreements with its creditors and counterpartics. With
world financial markets already suffering from
heightened risk aversion and illiquidity, officials of
the Federal Reserve Bank of New York judged that
the precipitous unwinding of LYCM’s portfolio that
would follow the firm’s defanlt would significantly
add o market problems, wounld distort market prices,
and could impose large losses, not just on LTCM's
creditors and counterparties, but also on other market
participants not directly involved with LTCM.

In an effort to avoid these difficulties, the Federal
Reserve Bank of New York contacied the major
creditors and counterparties of LTCM 10 see if an
alternative to forcing LTCM into bankropicy could
be found. At the same time, Reserve Bank officials
informed some of their colleagues at the Federal
Reserve Board, the Treasury, and other financial

counterparties to ondertake reviews of the praclices
those frms employed in managing their risks. These
reviews have suggested significant weaknesses in the
risk-managemem practices of many firms in their
dealings with LTCM and—albeil t© a lesser
degrec—in their dealings with other highly leveraged
entilies. Few counterparties seem to have had a com-
plete mnderstanding of LTCM’s risk profile, and their
credit decisions were heavily influenced by the firm's
reputation and strong past performance. Moreover,
LTCM’s covmterparties did not impose sufficiently
tight fimits on their exposures to LTCM, in part
because they relied on collateral agreements requir-
ing frequent marking (o market to Kmit the risk of
their exposures. While these agreemenis generally
provided for collateral with a value sufficient to cover
current credit exposures, they did not deal adequately
with the poteniial for futore increases in expasures
from changes in market values. This shorcoming
was especially important in dealings with a firm like
LTCM, which had such large positions in illiquid
markets that its liquidation would likely have moved
prices sharply against its creditors. In such cases,
creditors need o take further steps to limit their
potential futpre exposures, which might inchude re-
quiring additional collateral or simply scaling back
their activity with such firms.

The private-sector agreement to recapitalize LTCM
allowed its positions 1o be reduced in an orderly
manner pver time, rather than in an abrupt fire sale.
Nonetheless, the actwal and anticipated vawinding of
LTCM’s portfolio, as well as actual and anticipated
sales by other simitarly placed leveraged investors,
likely contributed materially 10 the tremendous vola-
tility of financial markets in early October. Market

Emplied volatilities

regulators of their activites. Subsequent di jons
among £ TCM’s creditors and counterparties led to an
agreement by the private-sector parties to provide an
additional $3'4 billion of capital 10 LTCM in return
for a 90 percent equity stake in the firm.

Because of the potential for firms such as LTCM
e have a large inflience pn U.S. financial markets,
Treasury Secretary Robert Rubin asked the Presi-
dent’s Working Group on Financial Markets to sidy
the economic and regulatory implications of the
operations of firms like LTCM and their relationships
with their creditors. In addition, the extraordinary
degree of leverage with which LTCM was able 1o
operate has led the federal agencies responsible for
the prudential oversight of the fund's creditors and
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expectations of asset price volatility going forward,
as rflected in options prices, rosc sharply, as bid-
asked spreads and the premium for op-the-run securi-
ties widened, Long-term Treasury yields briefly
dipped to their iowest levels in more than thiny
years, in part because of large demand shifts resulting
from concerns abowt the safety and liquidity of pri-
vate and emerging market securities. Spreads of rates
on corporate bonds over those on comparable Trea-
sury secusitics rose considerably, and issuance of
corporate bonds, especially by lower-rated firms,
remained very Jow.

By mid-October, however, market conditions had
stopped deteriorating, and they began to improve
somewhat in the days and weeks following the cut in
the federal funds rate on October 15, between Federal
Open Market Commitice mestings. Internationally
coordinated efforts o help Brazil cope with its finan-
cizl difficulties, culminsting in the anpouncement of
an [MF.led support package in mid-November, con-
tribuied to the casing of market sirains. In the Trea-
sury market, bid-asked spreads narrowed a bit and
the premium for on-the-run issues declined. With the
earlier flight to quality and liquidity nnwinding, Trea-
sury faees backed up considerably. Corporate bond
spreads reversed a part of their carlier rise, and
investment-grade bond issuance rebounded sharply.
In the high-yield bond market, investors appeared 10
be more hesitant, especially for all but the best-
known issuers, and the volame of junk bond issuance
picked up less, In the commercial paper market,
yields on higher-quality paper declined; yields on
lowerquality paper remained elevated, however, and
some lower-tier firms reportediy dnew on their bank
lines for funding, giving a further boost wo bank
business lending, which had begun to pick up during
the suntmer.

Markes conditions improved a bit further immedi-
ately after the Federal Reserve’s November rate cut,
but some measures of market stress fose again in late
November and in December. In part, this deterio-
ration reflected widespread warnings of lower-than-
expected corporaie profits, a weakening economic
outlook for Europe, and eetnewed concerns sbout the
situation in Brazil. In addition, with risk a greater-
than-usual concern, some market participants were
likely less willing w0 hold lower-rated securities over
year-end, when they would have to be repored
in annual financial starements. As a resuit, liquidity in
some markets appeared to be curtailed, and price
WEIC EXARE d. These coffects were
particularly noticeable in the commercial paper mar-
ket; The spread between rates on top-tier and lower-
ter thirty-day paper jumped almost 40 basis points

mo
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on December 2, when that maturity crossed year-end,
and then reversed the rise late in the month,

By shortly aficr year-¢nd, some measures of mar-
ket stress had eased considerably from their Jevels
in the fall, although markets remained somewhal
illiquid relative to historical norms, and risk spreads
on corpotate bonds stayed quite elevated. Nonethe-
less, with Treasury yiekis very low, corporate bond
rates were apparcntly perceived as advantageous,
and—foliowing a lull around year-cnd—many corpa-
rate borrowers brought new issucs to market. The
devalustion and subsequent floating of the Brazilian
real in mid-January had a relatively small effoct on
U.S. financial markets. More recently, intermediate-
and long-term Treasury raies have increased, as in-
coming data have continued ta show the economy
expanding brigkly, and investors have come to be-
lieve that no further easing of Federal Reserve policy
is likely.

Equity Prices

Most equity indexes rose swongly, on balance, in
1998, with the Nasdaq Composite Index up nearly
40 percent, the S&P 500 Composite Index nising
more than 25 percent, and the Dow Jones Industrial
Average and the NYSE Composite Index advancing
more than 15 p Small capitalization stocks
underperformed those of larger firms, with the Rus-
sell 2000 Index off 3 percent over the year, The
variation in stock prices over the course of the year
was extremely wide. Prices increased substantially
over the first few months of 1998, as concems eased
that Asian economic problems could lead to a slow-
down in the United States and to a consequent decline

Major siock price indexes
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in profits. The major indexes declined, on balance,
over the following couple of months before rising
sharply, in some cases 1o pew reconds, in late June
and early July, on increasing confidence about the
outlook for earnings. The main exception was the
Russell 2000; small capitalization stocks fell more
substantially in the spring, and their rise in July was
relatively muted.

Rising concerns aboul the outlook for Japan and
other Asian economies, as weil as the despening
financial problers in Russia, cansed siock prices to
retrace their July gains by early August. Afier Russia
devaiued the ruble and defaplied on some debis in
mid-Augwst, prices fell further, reflecting the general
wrbulence in global financial markets. By the end of
the month, most equity indexes had fallen back to
roughly their levels at the stan of the year. Commer-
cial bank and investment bank siocks fell panticularly
sharply, as investors became concerned about the
effect on these institutions™ profits of emerging mar-
ket difficulties and of substantial declines in the val-
ues of some assets. Equity prices rose for a time in
September but then fell back by early October before
rebounding as market dislocations cased and interest
rates on masy private obligations fell. By December,
most major indexes were back near their July highs,
although the Russell 2000 remained below its earlier

In late December, angd imto the new year, stock
prices continued 10 advance, with several indexes
reaching new highs in January. The devaluation of
the Brazilian real caused some firms” shares to drop
as investors reevaluated prospective carnings from
Latin American operations, but all the major stock
indexes posted gains in January, the Nasdaq
advanced nearly 15 percent over the month, driven
by large advances in the stock prices of high-
techriology firmns, especially those related 1o the Inter-
net. More recently, however, stock prices fell back, as
interest raes rose and some investors apparently con-
cluded that prices had risen too far, given the outlook
for earnings.

The itrcrease i equity prices last year and early
this year, coupled with the slowing of eamings
growth, lefi many valuation measures beyond their
historical ranges. After ticking higher in the late
summer and early automn, the ratio of consensus
estimates of earnings over the coming twelve months
to prices in the S&P 500 later fell back, dropping
10 a new low in January. In par, the decline in this
measure over the past year likely reflected lower real
long-term bond yields. For example, as measured by
the difference between the len-year nominal Treasury
yield and iofiation expectations reported in the
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Equity valuation and Jong-term real interest rale

S&P 500 carnings-price vatio
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Philadelphia Federal Reserve Bank’s survey of pro-
fessional forecasters, real yields fell appreciably
between late 1997 and tarly 1999. (The yield on
ten-year inflation-indexed Treasury securities actu-
ally rosc somewhal Jass year. However, the increase
may have reflected the securities” lack of liquidity
and the substantial rise inn dhe premium investors were
wilting o pay for liquidity.) Since mid- 1998, the real
intcrest rale has declined somewhat more than the
forward carnings yield on stocks, and the spread
between the two consequently increased a bit, per-
haps reflecting the greater sense of risk in financial
markets. Nonetheless, the spread has remained quite
small relative to historical norms: Investors may
be anticipating rapid long-term carnings growth—
consistent  with the ions  of ities
analysts—and they may still be satisfied with a lower
risk premium for holding stocks than they have
demanded historically.

Debt and the Monetary Aggregates
Debt and Depository Intermediation

From the fourth quarter of 1997 to the fourth quarner
of 1998, the total debt of the U.S. houschold, govern-
ment, and nonfinancial business sectors increased
about 6Y4 percent, in the top half of its 3 percent to
7 perceni range and considerably faster than nominal
GDP. Buoyed by strong spending on durable goods,
housing, and buosiness investment, as well as by
merger and acquisition activity that substitoted deht
for equity, nonfederal debt expanded about 9 percent



Digitized for FRASER

http://fraser.stlouisfed.

107

Mooetary Policy Repoet to the Congress [T February 1999

Domestic nonfinancial debx: Annuai tange and actusl level

M2: Annual range and actual levet
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last year, more than 2 percentage points faster than in
1997. By contrast, federal debt declined 1% percent,
following a rise of ¥ percent the previous year.

Credit market instruments ofs the books of depaosi-
tory institutions fose ot a somewhal slower pace than
did the debt aggreguic, posting 2 5% percent rise in
1998, about half a percentage point less than in 1997,
Growth in depository credit picked up in the second
half of the yeas, as the turbulence in financial markets
apparently led many firms to substitie bank loans for
furds raised in the markets. Banks atso added con-
siderably to their holdings of securities in the third
and fourth quaners, in part reflecting the aractive
spreads available on non-Treasury debt instruments.

Financial firms also appeared to wmn to banks for
funding when the financial markets were volatile, and
US. banks sabstantially expanded their lending to
financial firms through repurchase agreements and
loans 1o purchase and carry securities. As a resalt,
growth of wtal bank credit, adjusted to remove the
effects of mark-lo-market dccounting rules, acceler-
ated 10 10% percent o8 a fourth-guarter to fourth-
quarier basis, the largest annual increase in more than,
a decade.

The Monetary Aggregates

The broad monetary aggregates expanded very rap-
idly last year. From the fourth quarter of 1997 o the
founth guaner of 1998, M2 increased 844 percent,
placing it well above the upper bound of its 1 percent
10 § percent range. However, as the FOMC noted last
Febroary, this range was intended as 2 benchmark for
money growth under conditions of stable prices, rcal
economic growth near trend, and historical velocity
relationships. Part of the excess of M2 above its
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range was the cesult of fasier growth in nominal
spending than would likely be consistent with sus-
tained price stability, In additon, the velocity of M2
(defined gs the ratio of nominal GDP 1o M2) fell
3 percent, Some of the decline resulted from the
decrease in shor-term market interest rates last
year—as usuwal, rates on deposits feli more slowly
than market raes, reducing the opportenity cost of
holding M2 {defined as the difference between the
rate on Treasuty bills and the average retum on M2
agsets).

However, the bulk of the decline cannot be
explained on the basis of the historical relationship
between the velocity of M2 and this measure of its
opportunity cost. Three factors not captured in that
relationship likely contributed to the drop in velocity.
First, households seem to have allocated an increased

M2 velocity and the opponenity cost of holding M2
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M3: Annual range and actual Jevel
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share of savings flows o monetary assets rather than
equities following several years of outsized gains in
stock market wealth. Second, some evidence sug-
gests that in the 19%0s the demand for M2 assets has
become more sensitive to jonger-term inferest rates
and 10 the slope of the yield cnrve, and so the decline
in forig-term Treasary yields last year, and the conse-
quemt Aattening of the yield curve, may have
increased the relative attractiveness of M2 assets.
Finally, a critical source of the especially rapid M2
expansion in the founth quaner Gikely was an
increased demand for safe, fiquid assets as investors
responded to the heightened volatility in financial
markets. With some of these safe-haven Bows likely

4. Growth of money and dety
Percem

being reversed, growth in the broad monetary agpre-
gates, while still brisk, has sfowed appreciably early
this year.

M3 expanded even faster than M2 in Y998, posting
an 11 percent rise on a founth-guarter to fourth-
quarter basis. Last year’s growth was the fastest since
198} and Jef the aggregate well above the 1op end of
its 2 percent to 6 percent growth range. As with M2,
however, the FOMC established the M3 range as a
benchmark for growth under conditions of stable
prices, sustainable output growth, and the historical
behavior of velocity. The rapid growth of M3 in pan
simply refiected the tse in M2, In addition, the
non-M2 componems of M3 increased 1814 percent
over the year, following an even larger advance in
1997. The substantial rise in these components Yast
year was partly the result of the funding of the robust
growth in bank credit with managed labilities, many
of which are in M3. However, M3 growth was
boosted to an even greater extent by flows ino
institution-omly money funds, which have been
expanding rapidly in recemt years as they have
increased their share of the corpovate cash manage-
ment business. Because investments in these funds
substinue for business holdings of short-term assets
thar are not in M3, their rise has generated an increase
in M3 growth. In addition, institation-only funds
pay rates that tend 1o Jag movements in market rales,
and 50 their rejative attractiveness was temporarily
enhanced—and their growth rite boosted—by
declines in short-term market interest rates [ate last
year.
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M1 increased 1% percent over the four quaniers of
1998, its first annual increase since 1994. Cutrency
expanded at an 8% percent pace, its largest rise since
1994. The increase apparently reflected continued
suwong foreign shipments, though at a slower pace
than in 1997, and a sharp acceleration in domestic
demand. Deposits in M1 declined further in 1998,
reflecting the comtinued introduction of retail
“sweep” programs. Growth of M1 deposits has been
depressed for a number of years by these programs,
which shift—or “sweep”—balances from household
transactions accounts, which are subject o teserve
requirements, into savings accounts, which are not.
Because the funds are shifted back to transactions
accounts when needed, depositors’ access to their
funds is not affected by these programs. However,
bagks benefit from the reduction in holdings of
required ccserves, which do not pay inierest. Over
1998, sweep programs for demand deposit accounts
became more popuiar, contributing to a 4% percent
decline in such balances. By contrast, new sweep
programs for other checkable deposits, which had
driven double-digit declines in such depasits aver the
previous three years, were less important in 1998,
and, with nominal spending strong and imerest
raies lower, other checkable deposits were about
unchanged on the year.

As a reswlt of the introduction of retail sweep
accounts, the average level of required reserve bal-
ances (balances that must be held at Reserve Banks
to meet reserve requirements) has trended lower over
the past few years. The decline has been associated
with an increase in banks’ required cleading balances,
which are balances that banks agree in advanee w
hold at their Federal Reserve Bank m order to facili-
tate the clearing of their paymenis. Unlike required
reserve balances, banks earn credits on their required
clearing balances that can be applied to the use of
Federal Reserve priced services. Despite the increase
in required clearing balances, required operating bal-
ances, which are the sum of required resesve balances
and required clearing balances. have declined over
the past few years and in late 1998 reached theic
lowest level in several decades.

The decline in required operating balances has
generated concerns about a possible increase in the
valatility of the federal funds rate. Because a bank's
required level of operating balances must be met only
on average aver a two-week mamenance perfod,
banks are free to allocaie their reserve holdings across
the days of 3 maintenance period in order o mini-
mize their reserve costs. However, banks must also
manage their reserves in order to avoid overdrafts,
which the Federal Reserve discourages through
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administrative measures and financial penalties,
Thus, as required operating balances decline toward
the minjmum level needed 1o clear banks' trans-
actions, banks are less and less able to respond o
fluctuations in the federal funds rate by lending funds
when the rate is high and borrowing when the rate is
tow. As a resuli, when required operating balances
are low, the federal funds rate is tikely to rise fonher
than it otherwise would when demands for reserves
are unexpectedly strong or supplies weak; conversely,
the federal funds rate is likely to fall more in the
evem of weaker-than-expected demand or stronger-
than-expected supply. One way to case this difficulty
would be to pay interest on required reserve balances,
whick would reduce banks' incentives to expend
resources on sweeps and other efforts 10 minimize
these balances.

Despite the low level of wquired operating bal-
ances, the federal funds rate did not become notice-
ably more volatile over the spring and summer of
1998. In part, this resylt reflected more frequent
overnight open market operations by the Federal
Reserve 1o better maich the dajly demand for and
supply of reserves. Also, banks likely improved the
managenven of their accounts at the Federal Reserve
Banks. Moreover, large banks apparently increased
their willingness to borrow at the discount window,
The Federal Reserve's decision o rewm to lagged
reserve accounting at the end of July also likely
contributed to reduced volatility in the federal funds
market by enhancing somewhat the ability of both
banks and the Federal Reserve to forecast resetve
demand.

In the taner part of 1998 and ino 1999, however,
the federal funds rate was more volatite. The increase
may have owed partty o further reductions in

Effective federal funds raie tess 1arget rale
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required operating balances resulting from new
sweep programs, but other factors were probably
motre imponant, at feast for a time. Market pantici-
pants were scrutinizing borrowing banks more
closely, and in some cases Jenders pared or more
tightly administered their counterparty credic limits,
or shifted more of their placemems from term to
overnight maturities. The heightened aliention 1o
credit quality also made banks less willing to borrow
at the discount window, because they were concerned
that other market participants might detect their bor-
rowing and interpret it as a sign of financial weak-
ness. As a result, many banks that were nel takers of
funds in short-term markets attempted to Tock in their
funding earfier in the morning. Or net, these forces
boosted the demand for reserves and put upward
pressure on the federal funds rate carly in the day, To
buffer the effect of these changes on vofatility in the
federal funds market, the Federal Reserve increased
the supply of reserves and, at times, responded 1o the
level of the federal funds rate early in the day when
deciding on the need for market operations. Because
demand had shifted 10 earlier in the day, however, the
federal funds rate often fell appreciably below ns
target Jevel by the end of the day.

At its November meeting, the FOMC amended the
Autherization for Domestic Open Market Operations
to exiend the permitied maturity of System repur-
chase agrecments from fifieen to sixty days. Over the
remainder of 1998, the Domestic Trading Desk made
use of this new authority on three occasions, arrang-
ing System repurchase agreements with maturities of
thiny to forty-five days to meet anticipated seasonal
reserve demands over year-end. While the Desk had
in the past purchased inflation-indexed securides
when rolling over holdings of maturiag nominal seco-
ritics, it undertook its first outright open market pur-
chase devoled solely to infiation-indexed Treasory
securities in 1998, thereby according those securities
the same status in open marke! operations as other
Treasory secufities.

Internationsl Developments

In 1998, developments in intemational financial mar-
kete comtinued to be dominaled by the unfolding
crises in cmerging markets that had begun in Thai-
land in 1997. Financial market wrbulence spread to
other emerging markets around the globe, spilling
over from Kosea, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, the
Philippines, and Hong Kong in late 1997 and in the
first part of 1998 (o Russia in the summer, and o
Latin Americe, particular)y Brazil, shorly thereafier.

The Asian crisis contributed to a deepening recession
in Japan last year, and as the year progressed, growth
in several other major foreign industrial economies
slowed as well.

At the beginning of 1998, many Asian cuvrencies
were declining or were under pressure. The Indone-
sian rupiah dropped sharply in January, amid wide-
spread rioting and talk of a coup, and fell again in
May and June, as the decpening recession prompted
more social unvest and wltimately the ouster of
Presiden Subarto. Some of the rupiah’s losses were
reversed in the second half of the year, following the
relatively orderly transition of power to President
Habibie. Tighter Indonesian monetary policy, which
pushed short-term interest rates as high as 70 percent
by July, contributed to the rupiah’s recovery. On
balance, between December 1997 and December
1998, the rupish depreciated more than 35 percent
against the dollar.

In contrast, the Thai baht and Korean won, which
hud declined sharply in 1997, gained more than
20 percent againsk the dollar over the course of 1998,
Policy reforms and stable political environments
helped boost these currencies. Between these
extremes, the cumencies of the Philippines, Malaysia,
Singapore, and Taiwan flucioated in a narrower
range and ended the period littke changed against the
doliar. In September, Malaysia imposed capital and
exchange controls, fixing the ringgit’s exchange rate
against the dollar. The Hong Xong dollar came under
pressure at limes during the yeat, but #s peg 1o the
US. dollar remained intact, although at the cost of
interest rates that were at Limes considerably ele-
vated. Short-germ interest eates in Asian economies
other than Indonesia declined in 1998, and as some
stability returned to Indonesian markets near the end
of the year, shovi-term rates in that nation began o
retreat from their highs.

As the year progressed, the financial storm moved
from Asia to Russia. At first the Russian central bank
was able to defend the ruble’s peg to the dollar with
interest rate increases and sporadic intervention. By
midyear, however, the government’s failure 1o reach
a new assistance agreemem with the International
Monetary Fuond, reported shortfalls in 1ax revenpes,
and the disrapiion of mail travel by siriking coal
miners proiesting lale wage payments brought to
the fore the decp structural and political problems
faced by Russia. In addition, declining oil prices were
lowering government revenues snd worsening the
cumrent sccount. As a result of these difficulties, the
ruble came under rencwed pressure, forcing Russian
interest sates sharply higher, and Russian equity
prices feil abruptly. A disbursement of $4.8 billion
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from the IMF in July was quickly spent to keep the
cafrercy near its level of 8.2 rubles per dollar, but the
lack of progress on fiscal reform put the next IMF
tranche in doubt.

On August 17, Russia announced a devsluation of
the ruble and a moratorium on servicing official shor-
tenn debt. Subsequently, the ruble depreciated more
than 7 percent against the dollar, the government
imposed vonditions on most of its forcign and domes-
tic debt that implied subsiantial losses for creditors,
and many Russian finaocial insuitotions became
insolvent. The cvents in Ruscia procipiaied a global
increass in financial market turbulence, including a
pullback of credit to highly leveraged investors and 4
widening of credit spreads in emerging market econo-
mies and in many industrial countries, which did pot
abate until after contral barks in a number of indus-
triaf countries eased policy in the fall,

Latin American financial mackets were only mod-
erately disrupted by the Asian and Russian prob-
lems during the first half of 1998. The reaction to the
Russian defaolt, however, was swift and swrong, and
e prices of Latin American assets fell precipitously.
The spreads besween yiclds on Latin American Brady
bonds and comparable U.S. Treasnries widened con-
siderably (with increases canging from 900 basis
potnts in Argentina to 1500 basis points in Brazil)
and peaked in early September before retracing part
of the rise. Latin American equity prices plunged,
ending the year down 25 percent or more, Several
cuttencics came under pressure, despite sharp
increases it shor-serm inerest raes. The Mexican
peso, which was also weakened by the effects of
fatling oil prices, depreciated 18 percemt against the
dollar over the year. The Colombian peso and the
Ecuadorian sicre were devalued, but Argentina’s cur-
rency board ammangement survived,

Bruril’s cemral bank defended the real’s crawling
peg uolil mid-Janvary 1999 but is estimated to0 have
used more than half of the $75 billion in forcign
exchange reserves it had amassed as of tast April.
Aanticipation of the IMF-led financial assistance pack-
age Tor Brazil helped spur a partial recovery in Latin
Amnerican asset markets in late September and Octo-
ber. The details of the $41.5 billion loan package
were apnounced in Movember, but afier the package
was approved by the IMF in easly December, Brazil's
Congress mjected a part of the government’s fiscal
austerity plan, sparking renewed financial turmoil. In
mid-Decensber, $9.3 billion of the loan package was
disbursed, bt as the year ended, the comtinuing
pressure from invesiors seeking to take funds out of
Brazil put the long-ran viability of the crawling
exchange rate peg in doubl. The real came under
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pressure again in carly January after the state of
Minas Gergis threatened ot 1o pay its del to the
federal government. On January 13, the real was
devalued B percent, and two days later it was allowed
1o floal. Since the end of 1998, the real has depreci-
ated nearly 38 percent against the dollar, and capital
flight from Brazil has dikely persisted. The ¢ollapse
of the real exerted some downward pressure on the
currencies of other Latin American countries. Thas
far, however, contagion has been more limited than it
was after the Russian devaluation; unlike Russia,
Brazil has continued to meet debt service obligations,
and investors apparently had an opportunity o adjust
positions in advance of the devaluation and have
drawn a distinction between Brazil’s problems and
those of other economics.

The fallout from the financial crises that hit several
Asian emerging market economies in late 1997 trig-
gered a further decline in output in the region in early
1998. In the coumries most heavily affected—
Thailand, Korea, Malaysia, and Indonesia—output
dropped at double-digit annual rates in the first half
of the year, as credit disruptions, widespread failures
in the financial and corporate sectors, and a resuling
high degree of economic uncertainty depressed activ-
ity severcly. Output in Hong Kong also dropped in
early 1998, as interest rates rose sharply amid pres-
sure on its curmency peg. Later in the year, with
financial conditions in most of the Asian crisis coun-
tries stahilizing somewhat, output started to bottom
out.

The Asian crisis had a relatively moderate effect on
China, although it may have encouraged antharitics
in that country t¢ move ahead more quickly with
various financial sector reforms. Financial tensions
mounied early this year as foreign investors have
reacted with concern 1o the failure of the Guangdong
Intermational Trust and Invesimemt Corporation.
Chinese growth rgmained fairly strong throughom
1988, despite a dramatic slowdown in the growth of
exports.

Inflation in the Asian developing economies rose
only moderaiely on average in 1998, as the inflation-
ary effects of cutrency depreciations in the region
were largely offset by the deflationary influence
of very weak domestic activity. The currem account
balances of the Asian crisis countries swung into
substantial surplus last year, reflecting a sharp drop in
imports resulting from the falloff in domestic demand
as well as improvement in the countries’ competitive
positions associsted with the subsiamial deprecia-
ons of their currencies in late 1997 and carly 1998,

In Rassia, economic activity declined last year as
interest rates were pushed up in an attempt to fend off
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pressure on the ruble. After the August debt morato-
rium and ruble devaluation, output dropped sharply,
ending the year down about 10 percent from its
year-earlier level. The mble collapse triggered a surge
in inflation 1w & triple-digit annual rate during the
latter part of che year.

In Lalin America, the pace of economic activity
slowed only moderately in the first half of 1998, as
the spillover from the Asian financial turbuience was
limited. Th¢ Russian financial crisis in Auvgust, in
contrast, had a strong impact on real activity in Latin
America, particularly Brazil and Argentina, where
interest raies moved sharply higher in response o
exchange rate pressures. Ctput in both countries is
estimated to have declined in the second half of the
year at annval rates of abouwt 5 percent. Activity in
Mexico and Venezuela was also depressed by lower
il export revenues. Inflation rates in Latin American
countries were lile changed in 1998 and ranged
from @ percent in Argentina and 3 percent in Brazil 10
31 percent in Venezutla.

The dollar’s value, measured on a trade-weighted
basis agaihst the currencies of 2 broad group of
imporant U.S. trading partners, rose almost T percent
during the first eight months of 1998, but iy then fell,
by December reaching a level about 2 percent above
its year-carkier level. (When adjusted for changes in
U.5. and foreign consumer price levels, the real value
of the dollar in December 1998 was about 1 percent
helow its level in December 1997.) Before the Rus-
sian defauli, the dollar was supported by the robust
pace of U.S. economic activity, which at times gener-
ated expectations that monetary policy would be
tghtened and which contrastied with weakening eco-
nomic activity abroad, especially in Japan, Occasion-
ally, however, the positive infiuence of the strong
economy was countered by worries abom growing
U5, external deficits. From August through October,
in the aftermath of the Russian financial melidown,
concems that increased difficulties in Latin America
might affect the U.S. economy disproportionately, as
well as expectations of Jower U.S. interest rates,
weighed on the value of the dofiar, and it fel) sharply.
The broad index of the dollar’s exchange value cased
a bit further during the fourth quarter of the year. So
far in 1999, the dollar has gained nearly 3 percent in
terms of the broad index.

Against the currencies of the major foreign indus-
trial countries, the dollar declined 2 percent in nomy-
nal terms over 1998, on balance, reversing some
of its H} percent appreciation the preceding year.
Among these currencies, the dollar’s value fluctuated
most widely against the Japanese yen. The dolfar rose
against the yen during the fiest half of the year as a
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result of coticerns about the effects of the Asian crisis
on the already-weak Japanese economy and funher
signs of deepening recession and persisient banking
system problems in that country. It reached a level
of almost 147 yen per dollar in mid-Tune, prompiing
coordinaied intervention by U.S. and Japanese au-
thorities in foreign exchange markets that helped to
contain further downward pressure on the yen. The
dollar resumed its appreciation against the yen, albeit
at a slower pace, in July and early August.

The mming point in the dollar-yen rate came after
tbe Russian collapse, amid the global Right from tisk
thal caysed liquidity to dry up in the markets for
many assets. During the first week of Ociober, the
dollar dropped nearly 14 percent against the yen in
extremely illigoid rading conditons. Although fun-

1LS. exchange rate with Japan
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damental factors in Japan, such as progress on bank
reform, fiscal stimulus, and the widening trade sur-
plus may have helped boost the yen against the
dollar, merket commentary at the ume focused on
reports that some international investors were buying
large amounts of yen. These farge purchases report-
edly were peeded to unwind positions in which inves-
tors had used yen loans to finanvce a variety of specu-
lgtive invesiments. On balance, the dollar depreciated
almost 10 percent against the yen in 1998, reversing
most of its bet gain during 1997, It depreciated fur-
ther against the yer: in carly 1999, hitling a two-year
Jow on January 11, but it then rehounded somewhal
amid reports of intervention purchases of dollars by
the Bank of Japan. More recentiy, the Bank of Japan
bhas eased monetary policy further, and the dollar bas
strengthencd against the yen. So far this year, the
doMlar bas gained about 7 percent against the yen.

Japanese economic activity contracted in 1998, as
the courary rermained in its most protracted recession
of the postwar era. Business and residential invest-
ment plunged, and privale consumption stagnated,
mote than offsetting positive contributions from gov-
ernment spending ard net exporis. Core consumer
prices declined slightly, while wholesale prices fell
almost 4%2 percent. In Apsil, the Jupanese govern-
ment announced a large fiscal stimulus package. Dur-
ing the final two months of the year, the government
announced another set of fiscal measures shated for
implementation during 1999, which included perma-
nent personal and corporats income 12x cuts, various
incentives for investment, and further increases in
public expenditures.

Against the German mark, the dollar depreciated
about & percent, on net, during 1998, Late in the year
the doltar moved up against the mark, as evidence of
a European growth slowdown raised expeciations of
casier monetary conditions in Europe. [n the event,
monciary policy was cased sooner than market par-
ticipanks had expected, with a coordinated European
interest rae cut coming in early December.

A major event at the turn of the year was the birth
of the euro, which marked the beginning of Stage
Three of European Economic and Monctary Union
{EMU). O December 31, the rates locking the euro
with the cleven legacy curmencies were determined;
based on these rates, the value of the ewro at the
moment of jls creation was $1.16675. Trading in the
euro opened on January 4, with the first trades reflect-
ing a significant premium for the euro over its initial
value. As the first week of wading progressed,
however, the initial evphoria wore off, and so0 far
thiz year the dollar has strengthened more than 5 per-
cent against the curo, partdy reflecting better-than-
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expected economic daa i the United States, con-
trasted with weaker-than-expected data in the euro
area.

In the eleven Eutopean cowtries whose curmencics
are now fixed against the earo, ovtpat growth siowed
moderately over the course of 1998, a3 net exports
weakened and business senliment worsened, Unem-
ployment rates came down slightly, but the average
of these rates remained in the double-digit sange.
Consumer price inflation continued to slow, helped
by lower oil prices. In December, the harmanized
CP for the eleven countries stood ¥ percent above
its year-earlier level, meeting the European Cen-
wal Bank's primary objective of inflation below
2 percent.

Between December 1997 and December 1998, the
average value of the doilar changed little against the
British pound but rose B percent against the Capadian
doilar. Weakness in primary commodity prices,
including oil, likely depressed the value of the Cana-
dian dollar. The Bank of Canada raised official rates
in January 1998 and again in Augasi, in response
to currency market pressures. The Bank of England
raised official rates in June 1998 to cownter inflation
pressures. Tighter monetary conditions in both coyn-
tries, as well as a decline in net exports associaed
with global difficulties, contributed to a slowing of
output growth in the second half of the year. The
deceleration was sharper in the United Kingdom than
in Canada. UK. inflation eased slightly to near its
target rate, while Canadian inflati ined Acar
the battom of its target mange. In response to weaker
ccanomic achvity as well as to the expected effects of
the global financial turmoil, both the Bank of Canada
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U.S. and foreign imierest mies
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and the Bank of England have lowered official inter-
est rates since September.

The general trend toward easier monetary condi-
sions was reflected in declines in shori-term interest
rates in almost all the G-10 counries during the year.
Interest rates in the eure area converged to relatively
low German fevels in anticipation of the Jaunch of
the thirt stage of EMLUL Yields on ten-year govern-
ment bonds in the major foreign indusinial countries
declined significantly over the course of the year, as
economic activity slowed, inflation continsed to mod-
erate, and invesiors sought safer assets. Between
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December 1997 and December 1998, en-veur inter-
est rates fel) 180 basis points in the United Kingdom
and 150 basis points in Germany. The ten-year rate
fell only 30 basis points in Japan, on balance, dectin-
ing about 90 basis points over the first en months of
the year but backing up in November and Deceinber.
Market participants atiribated the increase 10 con-
cerns thal the demand for bonds would be insufficient
10 meet the surge in deb issuance associated with the
Tatest fiscal stimulus package.

Share prices on European stock exchanges posted
another round of strong advances Jast year, with price
indexes risihg 8 percent in the United Kingdom,
about 15 percent in Germany, nearly 29 percent in
France, and 41 percent in Italy. In contrast, Japanese
equity prices fell more than 9 percent in 1998, and
Canadian share prices decreased 4 percent. Afier a
considerable run-up carlier in the year, share prices
around the globe fell sharply in August and Sepiem-
ber, but they rebounded in subsequent months as the
Federat Reserve and central banks in many other
industrial countries eased monetary policy.

On November 17, the FOMC voted unanimously
to reauthorize Federa) Reserve participation in the
North American Framework Agreement (NAFA),
established in 1994, and in the associated bilateral
reciprocal cumency swap armangements with the Bank
of Canada and the Bank of Mexico. On December 7,
the Secretary of the Treasury authonzed renewal of
the Treasury’s panticipation in the NAFA and of the
associated Exchange Stabilization Agreememt with
Mexico. Other bilateral swap arrangements with the
Federal Reserve—those with the Bank for Interma-
tional Senlements, the Bank of Japan, ang many
European cemral banks—were allowed to lapse in
light of their disuse vver the past fifteen years and in
the pre of other well-established arrangements
for international monetary cooperation. The swap
arrangement between the Treasury’s Exchange Stabi-
tzation Fund and the German Bundesbank was also
allowed to lapse.






