The economy's big surprise
Some analysts think 3Q GDP grew at the strongest pace in four years -- but jobs may stay scarce.
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NEW YORK (CNN/Money) - Economists have been jacking up their forecasts for third-quarter economic growth, and many now say it may be the strongest number in nearly four years. 
The problem is that might not translate into strong jobs growth anytime soon.

Economists, on average, think gross domestic product (GDP) grew at a 5 percent rate in the quarter, according to the latest surveys by Blue Chip Economic Indicators and the Wall Street Journal. Such a rate would be pretty decent -- the fastest pace since the first quarter of 2002, in fact.

But recent reports on international trade and consumer spending have many economists looking for something even faster -- say 6 percent, or maybe even 7 percent, strength not seen since GDP grew at a 7.1 percent pace in the fourth quarter of 1999. GDP is the broadest measure of the nation's economy.

"We are looking at a growth rate somewhere in between 6.5 percent and 7 percent at this point," said Oscar Gonzalez, economist at John Hancock Financial Services in Boston. "I think it's really going to be up there."

The Commerce Department's report last week of a surprising August improvement in the international trade balance was the first report to send economists scrambling for their calculators. Since the trade gap subtracts from overall GDP, the surprise narrowing of that gap in August should help third-quarter GDP.

The department helped out again this week, when it revised upward retail sales figures for July and August. Since consumer spending makes up more than two-thirds of total GDP, the revised data had many economists more firmly convinced third-quarter GDP could be big.

"Seven percent is not an unreasonable estimate for GDP growth," said Kevin Logan, chief market economist at Dresdner Kleinwort Wasserstein. "Retail sales were strong, especially with the revisions. Consumer spending possibly grew 12 percent at an annual rate. That's really charging right along."

