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For release in morning papers, 
Tuesday, March 19, 1940, 

The following summary of general 
business and financial conditions 
in the United States, based upon 
statistics for February and the 
first half of March, will appear 
in the April issue of the Federal 
Reserve Bulletin and in the monthly 
reviews of the Federal Reserve 
banks. 

Industrial activity showed a farther sharp decline in Feb-

ruary and a less marked reduction in the first half of March. Whole-

sale commodity prices generally were steady, following some decline 

in January and early February, 

Production 

In February the Board's seasonally adjusted index of indus-

trial production was 109 per cent of the 1925-1925 average as compared 

with 119 in January and 128 in December. A further decline at a slower 

rate is indicated for March on the basis of data now available. In 

August 1939, the month prior to the outbreak of war, the index was 103, 

Steel production, which had risen sharply in the latter part 

of 1939 and then decreased considerably in January, showed a further 

marked reduction in February to 69 per cent of capacity. In the first 

half of March output was steady at a rate of about 65 per cent. Plate 

glass production declined further in February and output of lumber, 
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which had dropped sharply in January, showed less than the usual sea-

sonal rise. Automobile"production in February was maintained at the 

high level prevailing in January, Dealers' stocks of new cars rose 

to high levels in this period, notwithstanding the fact that retail 

sales of cars were in large volume for this time of the year. In the 

first half of March output of automobiles showed less than the custom-

ary sharp increase. In some industries not included directly in the 

Board's production index, particularly the machinery, aircraft, and 

rayon industries, activity continued at high levels. 

Changes in output of nondurable goods were largely seasonal 

in February except at textile mills and sugar refineries. At cotton 

textile mills activity declined somewhat from the high levels prevail-

ing since early last autumn. Activity at woolen mills, which had de-

creased considerably in December and January, declined further in 

February and output of silk products was reduced to an exceptionally 

low level. Sugar refining showed less than the sharp rise usual at 

this season. 

Mineral production declined ip. February, owing chiefly to a 

considerable reduction in output of anthracite. Bituminous coal pro-

duction declined somewhat, following a rise in January, while output 

of crude petroleum increased to new high levels. 

Value of construction contract awards in February showed 

little change from the January total, reflecting a further decrease in 

contracts for public construction and a contraseasonal increase in 
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private contracts, according to figures of the F. W. Dodge Corporation. 

The increase in private residential awards nearly equalled, the decline 

that occurred in the previous month when severe storms curtailed build-

ing operations in many areas. 

Distribution 

Retail distribution of general merchandise showed little 

change from January to February and remained somewhat below the high 

level of the latter part of last year, with due allowance for seasonal 

changes. Sales at variety stores and mail-order houses showed about 

the usual seasonal rise in February, while at department stores, where 

some increase is also usual at this time of year, sales remained at 

about the January level. 

Freight-car loadings declined considerably from January to 

February, reflecting; for the most part a sharp reduction in coal ship-

ments and some further decrease in loadings of miscellaneous freight. 

Foreign, trade 

Exports of United States merchandise in February declined 

less than seasonally from the high levels reached in December and Jan-

uary. The principal decreases were in shipments of cotton, copper, and 

aircraft, which had been exceptionally Large in previous months. Ex-

ports to Japan fell sharply and there were declines also in shipments 

to the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Russia, while exports to 

Belgium and the Scandinavian countries increased. 

There has been little change in the rate of gold inflow. 

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



-4-

126 
R-631 

The monetary gold stock increased by $246,000,000 in February and by • 

#109,000,000 in the first two weeks of March. 

Commodity prices 

Prices of nonferrous metals advanced from the middle of Feb-

ruary to the middle of March, while steel scrap and textile materials 

declined somewhat further. Most other commodities showed little change 

and in the week ending March 9 the general index of the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics was at 78.3 per cent of the 1926 average as compared with 

78.5 a month earlier. 

Government security market 

Following a relatively steady market during February, prices 

of long-term Treasury bonds increased sharply after the announcement 

by the Treasury early in March that its operations during that month 

* would be limited to the issuance of a five-year note to refund a note 

maturing next June. 

Bank credit 

Total loans and investments at reporting member banks in 101 

leading cities rose during the six weeks ending March 13., largely as a 

result of increases in investments at New York City banks. Following 

a reduction during January, commercial loans increased, mostly at banks 

in cities outside Hew York, Bank reserves and deposits continued to in-

crease during the period. 
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