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Headlines   

 Oil prices remain volatile, with Brent falling back below $100 per barrel after 

Iran said the Strait of Hormuz would remain open to commercial shipping 

during the cease-fire. But that relief proved short-lived as tensions flared 

again over the weekend, tanker traffic through the strait slowed sharply, 

and the move of spot prices back toward futures suggests some softening in 

global oil demand. 

 

 Fiscal support is helping cushion the hit from higher gas prices, keeping the 

consumer on firmer footing than headline sentiment suggests. Tax refunds 

are running well above last year and lower withholding rates are boosting 

paychecks, helping households offset higher fuel costs and leaving fiscal 

stimulus a modest net support to growth. 

 

 Lower oil prices and hopes for renewed U.S.-Iran talks have helped unwind 

much of the recent tightening in financial conditions. Markets have also 

shifted somewhat toward cuts rather than hikes, though expectations 

remain broadly consistent with PNC’s baseline that the Fed stays on hold this 

year. 

 

 Kevin Warsh is expected to stress Fed independence in Tuesday’s Senate 

testimony, but the timing of his confirmation remains uncertain. The main 

hurdle is the ongoing DOJ investigation into building renovations at the Fed, 

which has delayed committee action and made confirmation before Chair 

Powell’s May 15 term-end less likely. 

 

 The week ahead is light on data. The March retail sales report will largely 

complete the picture for first-quarter growth and is likely to confirm a 

slowdown in real consumer spending. 
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Oil whipsaws on Hormuz headlines; 

spot moves back toward futures 

Oil prices remain highly sensitive to headlines 

around the Strait of Hormuz. Brent fell back below 

$100 after Iran said the strait would remain open to 

commercial shipping during the cease-fire, but that 

calm faded quickly as geopolitical tensions 

resurfaced over the weekend and tanker traffic 

slowed sharply. With supply still constrained and 

both spot and futures prices still above pre-crisis 

levels, the recent pullback looks more like a reversal 

of worst-case fears than a real improvement in 

supply conditions. 

 

Figure 1: Brent crude oil prices 

 
 

Dated Brent has also moved back toward near-

dated futures, narrowing a gap that had raised 

concern that futures were understating how long 

prices might stay elevated. That convergence likely 

says more about softer global demand than about 

any meaningful easing on the supply side. 

 

Figure 2: Number of tankers crossing through the 

Strait of Hormuz 

 

Figure 3: Premium for spot crude falls sharply 

 

Fiscal support more than offset the 

hit from higher gas prices 

Gas prices should move lower if crude follows the 

path implied by current market pricing, though they 

are likely to remain meaningfully above pre-conflict 

levels. Higher gas prices act like a tax on households, 

squeezing purchasing power for other spending. At 

roughly $4 per gallon, that drag amounts to about 

$100 billion at an annual rate. 

 

Figure 4: U.S. retail gasoline prices 

 

Even so, fiscal support remains positive on net. 

Aggregate tax refunds are tracking about 16% 

above last year, or roughly $60 billion, not far from 

our earlier estimate of a $65 billion increase. Lower 

withholding rates are also boosting paychecks, 

amounting to about $100 billion of annualized fiscal 

support. Internal PNC data suggest that, taken 

together, higher refunds and lower withholding 

have more than offset the rise in gas spending. On 

net, fiscal stimulus should still add about 20 basis 
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points to real GDP growth this year after accounting 

for the oil shock. 

 

Figure 6: Aggregate tax refunds are tracking higher 

than last year around expectations 

 

Consumer balance sheets also remain supportive. A 

durable resolution to the Iran conflict and a 

stabilization in oil prices would help keep growth 

near potential in 2026. 

 

Figure 7: Median real deposit balances (% 2019 avg.) 

  
 

Financial conditions improve as Fed 

pricing tilts modestly toward cuts 
 

Lower oil prices and hopes for renewed U.S.-Iran 

talks have helped fuel an equity rally and unwind 

much of the recent tightening in financial 

conditions. Since the worst of the Iran conflict, 

nearly all of the deterioration in conditions has been 

reversed. 

Figure 8: Financial conditions improve after recent 

events 

 
 

Fed officials have recently put more emphasis on 

two-sided risks to the fed funds rate outlook. At the 

same time, lower oil prices and some easing in near-

term inflation expectations have pushed markets to 

lean a bit more toward rate cuts later in 2026 than 

hikes. Even so, market pricing remains broadly 

consistent with PNC’s forecast for no change in the 

policy rate this year. 

 

Figure 9: Expected number of additional rate cuts in 

2026 

 

Warsh stresses Fed independence, 

but confirmation still faces hurdles 

 
Fed Chair nominee Kevin Warsh is set to testify 

before the Senate Banking Committee on Tuesday, 

though the committee still has not scheduled a 

confirmation vote. In prepared remarks released 

ahead of the hearing, Warsh stressed the 

importance of Fed independence and credibility, 

while suggesting that President Trump’s public calls 
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for lower rates do not, by themselves, threaten that 

independence. 

Jerome Powell’s term as Chair ends on May 15. 

Warsh could be confirmed at any time after a full 

Senate vote, but the nomination remains stuck at 

the committee stage. 

The immediate obstacle is the DOJ investigation 

tied to Powell’s oversight of renovations at two Fed 

buildings. Senator Thom Tillis (R-NC) has said he will 

oppose any nominee until that case is resolved. Tillis 

has also made it clear that he supports Warsh, so 

the issue appears to be timing rather than the 

nominee himself. In principle, Warsh could still 

advance without Tillis if a Democrat on the 

committee voted in favor, but that looks unlikely. 

Supporters are still aiming for confirmation by mid-

May, though prediction markets assign only about a 

31% chance of that happening by May 15. Powell 

said in March that if his successor is not confirmed 

by the end of his term as Chair, he would serve as 

chair pro tem until confirmation. That timing matters 

because Powell’s last FOMC meeting as official 

Chair is April 28–29, while the next meeting does not 

begin until June 16. Put differently, Warsh’s 

confirmation would need to be delayed by more 

than a month past May 15 for Powell to chair 

another meeting. Powell has said that he will remain 

on the Board of Governors, not necessarily as chair, 

at least until the criminal investigation is complete 

and he is cleared; his term as governor runs through 

2028. 

Week ahead 

The week ahead features a light data calendar and 

the Fed’s pre-FOMC blackout period, so the focus 

will remain on geopolitical developments, Kevin 

Warsh’s nomination, and the rollout of tariff refunds. 

The U.S. Customs and Border Protection tariff refund 

site is now live, and around $120 billion of the $166 

billion in IEEPA tariffs collected is expected to be 

refunded by midyear. That should help firms absorb 

some of the recent increase in energy costs. 

Tuesday’s March retail sales report is the key macro 

release. Higher gasoline prices and firmer vehicle 

sales should support the headline, while softer core 

and control-group readings would point to more 

modest underlying consumer spending momentum. 

Real consumer spending likely contracted.  

Thursday’s unemployment insurance report will be 

especially important because it falls in the 

reference week for the April jobs  report. Preliminary 

April PMIs should also help gauge how the oil shock 

is feeding through to activity, supply chains, and 

input costs. 

Friday’s final April University of Michigan sentiment 

report will provide another read on consumers after 

the preliminary measure fell to a record low. 

Responses may get some support from the 

temporary U.S.-Iran cease-fire reached during the 

final survey window. The report will also show how 

inflation expectations are evolving. 
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Additional charts and tables 

Table 1: Data release calendar 

Release Date Time Period PNC  Consensus  Last actual 

Key Releases       

ADP Weekly Employment Change Tue 4/21 8:15 am Sat 4/4  -- -- 39.250k 

Philadelphia Fed Non-Mfg Activity Tue 4/21 8:30 am Apr  -- -19.8 -23.9 

Retail Sales Advance M/M Tue 4/21 8:30 am Mar  1.3% 1.4% 0.6% 

Retail Sales Control Group Tue 4/21 8:30 am Mar  -- 0.2% 0.5% 

Business Inventories Tue 4/21 10:00 am Feb  0.2% 0.3% -0.1% 

Pending Home Sales M/M Tue 4/21 10:00 am Mar  -- 0.5% 1.8% 

MBA Mortgage Applications Wed 4/22 7:00 am Fri 4/17  -- -- 1.8% 

Chicago Fed Nat Activity Index Thu 4/23 8:30 am Mar  -- -13.0% -11.0% 

Initial Jobless Claims Thu 4/23 8:30 am Sat 4/18  212k 210k 207k 

Continuing Claims Thu 4/23 8:30 am Sat 4/11  -- 1817k 1818k 

S&P Global US Manufacturing PMI Thu 4/23 9:45 am Apr P  -- 52.5 52.3 

S&P Global US Services PMI Thu 4/23 9:45 am Apr P  -- 50.5 49.8 

S&P Global US Composite PMI Thu 4/23 9:45 am Apr P  -- 50.6 50.3 

Kansas City Fed Manf. Activity Thu 4/23 11:00 am Apr  -- 10.0 11.0 

U. of Mich. Sentiment Fri 4/24 10:00 am Apr F  48.2 48.5 47.6 

Kansas City Fed Services Activity Fri 4/24 11:00 am Apr  -- -- 15.0 

Source: Bloomberg, PNC 

*Released prior to publication 

 

Retail Sales Advance M/M 

 Retail sales growth accelerates sharply on higher auto sales and a spike in gas prices. 

 

Business Inventories 

 Business inventories to rise as businesses restock from the holiday season. 

 

Initial Jobless Claims 

 Initial jobless claims are expected to increase modestly but remain low. 

 

U. of Mich. Sentiment 

 The final April consumer sentiment reading should get a slight boost from the April 7 temporary cease-fire agreement in the Middle 

East.   
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Disclosures 

The material presented and the views expressed herein are of a general nature and does not constitute the provision of 

investment or economic advice to any person, or a recommendation of any particular securities, financial instruments, 

strategies or banking services. Opinions and forecasts expressed herein are subject to change without notice. Relevant 

information was obtained from sources deemed reliable. Such information is not guaranteed as to its accuracy. You should 

seek the advice of an investment professional to tailor a financial plan to your needs. To the extent that these materials 

reference PNC data, such materials are not intended to be reflective or indicative of, and should not be relied upon as, the 

results of operations, financial condition or performance of PNC. 

Forward-looking statements are necessarily subject to numerous assumptions, risks and uncertainties, which change over 

time. Future events or circumstances may change our outlook and may also affect the nature of the assumptions, risks and 

uncertainties to which our forward-looking statements are subject. Forward-looking statements speak only as of the date 

made. We do not assume any duty and do not undertake any obligation to update forward-looking statements. Actual 

results or future events could differ, possibly materially, from those anticipated in forward-looking statements, as well as 

from historical performance. As a result, we caution against placing undue reliance on any forward-looking statements. 

“PNC” is a registered mark of The PNC Financial Services Group, Inc. 

© 2026 The PNC Financial Services Group, Inc. All rights reserved. 

 


