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May 1 (Bloomberg) -- Anindex of pending sales of existing homesinthe U.S.
unexpectedly fell to the lowest level in four yearsin March, signaling the real-estate
slump may linger as prospective buyers hold out for lower prices. The index of signed
purchase agreements, or pending home resales, fell 4.9 percent to 104.3, the lowest since
March 2003, after arevised 1.1 percent gain in February, the National Association of
Realtors said today in Washington. The index was down 10.5 percent from March 2006.
A wave of subprime mortgage defaults is throwing more homes back on to the market
and prompting banks to tighten lending standards. Many buyers are also waiting for
pricesto fall further before venturing into the market, economists said. " The spring
selling season is shaping up to be a major disappointment,” said Mike Larson, areal-
estate analyst at Weiss Research in Jupiter, Florida. "It will take lower home pricesto
spur more buying and clear out the large inventory overhang we're facing.” Economists
expected pending sales to rise 0.1 percent after an originally reported 0.7 percent gain in
February, according to the median of 22 forecasts in a Bloomberg News survey of
economists. Estimates ranged from a decline of 4.2 percent to again of 2 percent.
Pending Sales of Existing Homesin U.S. Fell in March
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