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Housing Starts Get Off to a Slow Start This Spring 

Lower mortgage rates have had only limited success at reviving 

homebuilding so far in 2019. Housing starts fell for the second consecutive 

month and have fallen in 6 of the past 7 months. Permits show a similar but 

somewhat distressing trend, falling 1.7% in March, following declines of 

2.0% and 0.7% in February and January, respectively. The slow start to the 

year may be somewhat weather-related, with milder weather boosting 

activity in January and the return of more typical weather weighing on starts 

and permits in February and March. On a year-to-date basis through March, 

overall housing starts are running 9.7% below their year ago pace, with 

single-family starts down 5.3% and multifamily starts running 18.8% below 

their pace from the first three months of 2018. 

We doubt homebuilding has lost as much momentum as the first quarter 

data indicate. Homebuilding confidence has been rebounding and builders’ 

assessments of buyer traffic and their expectations for single-family home 

sales over the next six months have improved slightly. The rebound in 

builder optimism still comes up well short of the previous highs, however, 

suggesting that lower mortgage rates have moderated last year’s sharp 

pullback in home sales and builder expectations but have not reversed it.  

Single-family housing starts fell 0.4% in February to a 785,000-unit pace, 

while multifamily starts were unchanged at a 354,000-unit pace. Permits fell 

for both but remain well above starts. Single-family permits fell 1.1% in 

March, marking their fourth consecutive drop. Despite the slide,  

single-family permits remain well above starts, running at an  

808,000-unit pace in March. Multifamily permits fell 2.7% in March but are 

running at a pace of 461,000, more than 100,000 units ahead of starts, 

suggesting we should see a pickup in building activity later this year. 

With the spring selling season now upon us, the single-family housing data 

will be closely scrutinized in coming months. Data on existing homes from 

around the country show sales are still struggling to regain their earlier 

momentum. Declining affordability and difficulty in coming up with a down 

payment remain formidable hurdles, and smaller tax refunds will likely 

make it even more difficult for potential buyers to make deals work. The 

softening in the housing market has already slowed price 

appreciation and is encouraging builders to do some value 

engineering. Moderately-priced homes, or homes priced below the 

median, are selling exceptionally briskly throughout most of the country. 

The continuing struggles of the single-family market should be good news 

for the apartment market, which continues to report strong demand for new 

and existing units. Renewals are running high throughout most of the 

industry and vacancy rates remain low, particularly relative to the surge in 

deliveries we have seen over the past few years. 
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Single-Family Housing Starts vs. Mortgage Rates
Seasonally Adjusted Annual Rate, In Millions, Percent

Single-Family Housing Starts: Mar @ 785K (Left Axis)

Conventional 30-Yr Fixed Mortgage Rate: Mar @ 4.3% (Right Axis)
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Builder Confidence & Housing Starts
Diffusion Index; Starts Seasonally Adjusted Annual Rate

NAHB Housing Market Index: Apr @ 63 (Left Axis)
Housing Starts: Mar @ 1.14M (Right Axis)
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Multifamily Housing Starts vs. Building Permits 
SAAR, In Thousands, 3-Month Moving Average

Multifamily Housing Starts: Mar @ 344K

Multifamily Building Permits: Mar @ 477K

Housing Starts Fall Slightly in March 
Housing starts continue to have trouble generating positive momentum. Starts fell 0.3% in March and data for 
February were revised lower. Permits also fell, declining 1.7% in March, following a 2.0% drop the prior month. 

mailto:mark.vitner@wellsfargo.com
mailto:charles.dougherty@wellsfargo.com


 

Wells Fargo Securities Economics Group 

 

Jay H. Bryson, Ph.D. Global Economist (704) 410-3274 jay.bryson@wellsfargo.com 

Mark Vitner Senior Economist (704) 410-3277 mark.vitner@wellsfargo.com 

Sam Bullard Senior Economist (704) 410-3280 sam.bullard@wellsfargo.com 

Nick Bennenbroek Macro Strategist (212) 214-5636 nicholas.bennenbroek@wellsfargo.com 

Tim Quinlan Senior Economist (704) 410-3283 tim.quinlan@wellsfargo.com 

Azhar Iqbal Econometrician (212) 214-2029 azhar.iqbal@wellsfargo.com 

Sarah House Senior Economist (704) 410-3282 sarah.house@wellsfargo.com 

Charlie Dougherty Economist (704) 410-6542 charles.dougherty@wellsfargo.com 

Erik Nelson Macro Strategist (212) 214-5652 erik.f.nelson@wellsfargo.com 

Michael Pugliese Economist (212) 214-5058 michael.d.pugliese@wellsfargo.com 

Brendan McKenna Macro Strategist (212) 214-5637 brendan.mckenna@wellsfargo.com 

Shannon Seery Economic Analyst (704) 410-1681 shannon.seery@wellsfargo.com 

Matthew Honnold Economic Analyst (704) 410-3059 matthew.honnold@wellsfargo.com 

Dawne Howes Administrative Assistant (704) 410-3272 dawne.howes@wellsfargo.com 

 
Wells Fargo Securities Economics Group publications are produced by Wells Fargo Securities, LLC, a U.S. broker-dealer registered with the 
U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission, the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority, and the Securities Investor Protection Corp.  
Wells Fargo Securities, LLC, distributes these publications directly and through subsidiaries including, but not limited to,  
Wells Fargo & Company, Wells Fargo Bank N.A., Wells Fargo Clearing Services, LLC, Wells Fargo Securities International Limited,  
Wells Fargo Securities Canada, Ltd., Wells Fargo Securities Asia Limited and Wells Fargo Securities (Japan) Co. Limited.  
Wells Fargo Securities, LLC. is registered with the Commodities Futures Trading Commission as a futures commission merchant and is a 
member in good standing of the National Futures Association. Wells Fargo Bank, N.A. is registered with the Commodities Futures Trading 
Commission as a swap dealer and is a member in good standing of the National Futures Association. Wells Fargo Securities, LLC. and  
Wells Fargo Bank, N.A. are generally engaged in the trading of futures and derivative products, any of which may be discussed within this 
publication. Wells Fargo Securities, LLC does not compensate its research analysts based on specific investment banking transactions.  
Wells Fargo Securities, LLC’s research analysts receive compensation that is based upon and impacted by the overall profitability and 
revenue of the firm which includes, but is not limited to investment banking revenue. The information and opinions herein are for general 
information use only. Wells Fargo Securities, LLC does not guarantee their accuracy or completeness, nor does Wells Fargo Securities, LLC 
assume any liability for any loss that may result from the reliance by any person upon any such information or opinions. Such information 
and opinions are subject to change without notice, are for general information only and are not intended as an offer or solicitation with 
respect to the purchase or sales of any security or as personalized investment advice. Wells Fargo Securities, LLC is a separate legal entity 
and distinct from affiliated banks and is a wholly owned subsidiary of Wells Fargo & Company © 2019 Wells Fargo Securities, LLC. 

Important Information for Non-U.S. Recipients 

For recipients in the EEA, this report is distributed by Wells Fargo Securities International Limited ("WFSIL"). WFSIL is a U.K. incorporated 
investment firm authorized and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority. For the purposes of Section 21 of the UK Financial Services 
and Markets Act 2000 (“the Act”), the content of this report has been approved by WFSIL, an authorized person under the Act. WFSIL does 
not deal with retail clients as defined in the Directive 2014/65/EU (“MiFID2”). The FCA rules made under the Financial Services and 
Markets Act 2000 for the protection of retail clients will therefore not apply, nor will the Financial Services Compensation Scheme be 
available. This report is not intended for, and should not be relied upon by, retail clients. 

 
 SECURITIES: NOT FDIC-INSURED/NOT BANK-GUARANTEED/MAY LOSE VALUE 


