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Will Winter Market Calmness Linger into Spring and Beyond?

s you may have heard,
Punxsutawney Phil did
not see his shadow on

Groundhog Day. According to
folklore, that means spring will ar-
rive early this year. Of course,
knowing that for sure is impossi-
ble, just as it's impossible to ever
know for certain what the future
holds for the financial markets.
The best we can do is make fore-
casts. The good news is that, when
it comes to the markets, we have
more reliable forecasting methods
than waking up a groundhog.

The first of those involves tak-
ing a close look at where the mar-
kets are now and how they got
here. As for where they are now,
the answer, relatively speaking, is
in a good place. As you know, 2023
was a year of strong recovery for
the markets following a year of
losses in 2022. That recovery trend
has continued in the new year. In
January, the stock market’s broad-
est index, the S&P 500, finally
broke through to a new record
high, hitting nearly 4,900 for the
first time.!

For nearly two years the S&P
struggled to surpass its previous
peak, just as other areas of the
market struggled in the face of ris-

ing interest rates. Between March
2022 and July 2023, the Federal Re-
serve took short-term interest rates
from near zero to over 5% in an ef-
fort to fight inflation.2 Heading
into the final quarter of last year,
the Fed finally signaled they were
probably finished raising rates. In
the wake of that news, the stock
market took off and long-term in-
terest rates stabilized after trend-
ing mostly upward for about a
year and a half. Although the in-
terest rate on the 10-year-govern-
ment bond briefly topped 5% in
October, it has been holding be-
tween about 3.8% and 4.1% ever
since.3
Strong Data

In other words, an element of
calmness and stability returned to
the markets in late 2023, and it has
continued so far in the new year.
But the Fed finally hitting the
brakes is only one reason. As
noted, the Fed’s rate hiking efforts
were aimed at bringing down in-
flation, which had hit a 40-year
high in early 2022. Since mid-2022,
inflation has fallen fairly steadily.
Although the core inflation rate as
measured by the Consumer Price
Index rose by about .3% in Decem-
ber (its most recent measurement),

the Fed’s preferred inflation gauge,
the Personal Consumption Expen-
diture Index, showed that the rate
of price increases continued cool-
ing as 2023 came to a close.*

In addition, the economy grew
by a healthy 3.3% in the fourth
quarter of last year.> That was
down from 4.9% in the third quar-
ter, but still higher than most ana-
lysts expected. On top of that, the
US labor market added 353,000
jobs in January according to the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, defying
predictions that the unemploy-
ment rate would increase to start
the year.®

In other words, not only are in-
vestors no longer battling strong
interest rate headwinds created by
the Fed, but they also have a
wealth of strong economic data to
fuel their optimism. Is it any won-
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der Wall Street is back to hitting
record highs? But remember, the fi-
nancial markets are forward-look-
ing, so it isn’t just the current data
or the Fed’s new dovishness that
investors are reacting to. It’s also
the knowledge that — thanks to all
those rate hikes — the Fed now has
plenty of ammunition to combat
any potential economic downturn
by lowering interest rates again.
I'll talk more about that shortly.
Your Portfolios

After making a full recovery
thanks to the market rebound at
the end of 2023, those of you in our
portfolios of bond and bond-like
instruments should see your val-
ues up by about a half-percent on
average, depending on your indi-
vidual holdings, to end January.
Those of you in our stock dividend
portfolios should also see your lat-
est values up thanks to Wall
Street’s strong first month of the
year. Basically, we're kicking off
2024 on track for 6% interest and
dividend return by year’s end,
which is our target. Will we stay
on track?

Well, once again, it's impossi-
ble to ever know for certain what
the future holds. But if we consider
the current situation in relation to
some key issues and potential mar-
ket forces, we may get a more ac-
curate reading than anything
Punxsutawney Phil could tell us.
The most important issue, of
course, is still the Fed. As noted,
they now have plenty of ammuni-
tion to combat a potential reces-
sion or flagging economy by
lowering interest rates again. In
fact, they’ve indicated they would
like to start lowering rates again
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Revocable Living Trust

! @ A living trust is a legal document that contains instructions for what you want to happen to
your assets when you die. In addition to all of the features and functionality of a will, a living
trust can avoid probate at death, control all of your assets, and prevent the court from
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Financial Power of Attorney
n\—\://, Your Financial power of attorney names someone to make financial decisions for you when
you are not able to do so for yourself. You can name your primary choice and up to 3 back-up
~— choices.

Healthcare Power of Attorney
9 a Your Healthcare Power of Attorney names someone to make healthcare decisions for you
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T back-up choices. It also includes important documents such as state specific Advanced
Healthcare Directives.

@ Assets Package
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This ensures an easier transfer of your assets after your death, and that no assets are lost.

. Printed and Digital Documents
%_ You will receive a Trust binder with printed copies of all of your legal documents as well as
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this year — but, make no mistake,
they are in no hurry to start. The
last thing Fed Chairman Jerome
Powell wants to do is start lower-
ing rates prematurely, only to have
inflation spike again. As I see it,
the Fed will keep every arrow in
its quiver for as long as possible —
or at least until they feel certain the
economy is so strong and stable
that lowering rates could only
strengthen it further.

In making that determination,
the Fed will keep an eye on many
things. In addition to all the funda-
mental economic indicators we just
talked about, several ongoing
geopolitical issues could impact
the markets this year, both global
and domestic, including two major
wars and another divisive presi-
dential election. The list goes on —
so stay alert and stay informed!

In the meantime, enjoy this pe-
riod of relative calm and stability
in the markets, which feels so well-
deserved after the last two years!
Also, take comfort in the knowl-
edge that, when you’'re investing
for income, you have a strategy de-
signed to help protect your princi-
pal and help ensure your income
return regardless of market condi-
tions. You can also take comfort in
the fact that — according to at least
one indicator — spring is just
around the corner! Wl
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We Provide Solutions to Address the Systemic Root Causes of Inadequate Financial Freedom in America (Taxation, Interest Pay-
ments, Unknown Excessive Fee-Structure). Using Our Knowledge along with our Combined Experience and Proprietary Technol-
ogy, We Help Our Clients Achieve Their Goals. Those Goals Include: Creating their Own Bank, Directing their Dollar to
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