
NEW YORK: The US stock market took
investors for a wild ride in 2015, but in
the end it was a trip to nowhere.
Despite veering between record highs
and the steepest dive in four years, the
stock market ended the year essential-
ly flat, delivering the weakest perform-
ance since 2008. That means if you
invested in a fund that tracks the
Standard & Poor’s 500 index, you have
little to show for the past 12 months.

“It’s been mildly disappointing,” said
Michael Baele, managing director at
the Private Client Reserve at US Bank.
“Any time that you come in toward the
end of the year close to flat you always
want a little bit more.”

Markets overseas had their own
challenges. China’s market surged in
the late spring and then fell sharply in
the summer despite several efforts by
China’s government to stem the
decline. The Shanghai Composite
Index ended the year up 9.4 percent.
Japan’s market finished flat after that
country’s government stepped up its
economic stimulus program. In Europe,
Britain’s market ended the year down
about 5 percent, while indexes in
Germany and France turned in healthy
gains of 9.6 percent and 8.5 percent,
respectively.

In the US, the market got 2015 off
to a slow start as investors worried
about falling crude oil prices, flat earn-
ings growth and when and how quick-
ly the Federal Reserve would begin
raising interest rates. By May, the major
indexes were hitting new highs. Even
the Nasdaq bested its dot-com high-
water mark set in March 2000.

The market didn’t stay in milestone
territory for long, though. Worries
about slowing growth in China and
elsewhere gave reason for the Fed to
pause and for investors to fret, even as
the US economy continued to create
jobs and consumer confidence
improved. Weak company earnings,
largely due to the strong dollar and
falling oil prices, didn’t do much for the
market’s confidence.

By August, the anxiety had deep-
ened and the market dropped sharply.
The three major US indexes went into a
correction, commonly defined as a loss
of at least 10 percent from a recent
peak, for the first time in four years.

That slide didn’t last long, either.
Within several weeks, the market had
mostly bounced back. The Nasdaq
composite returned to positive territo-
ry for the year, while the Dow average
and S&P 500 remained slightly in the
red until December.

In the weeks that followed, the S&P
500 inched back into positive territory,
leaving the Dow as the only major
market indicator negative for the year.
That held true until the last day of the
year, when the S&P 500 index slipped

back into the red. The Dow ended
down 178.84 points, or 1 percent, to
17,425.03 on Thursday. The S&P 500
index lost 19.42 points, or 0.9 percent,
to 2,043.94. The Nasdaq composite fell
58.43 points, or 1.2 percent, to
5,007.41.

The S&P 500 ended the year with a
slight loss of 0.7 percent. Once divi-
dends are included, it had a total
return of 1.4 percent. That’s its worst

showing since 2008, when it slumped
37 percent in the midst of the financial
crisis. That figure also includes divi-
dends.

“There was a lot of news that kept
hitting the market and the market kept
shrugging it all off and hung in there,”
said J J Kinahan, chief strategist at TD
Ameritrade. “I’d say, given all that the
market faced this year, it was pretty
strong.” These were some of the key
factors driving US markets in 2015:

Waiting for the Fed 
Wall Street watched few things

more closely this year than the Federal
Reserve. Traders had been predicting
early on that the central bank would
begin raising its benchmark interest
rate as early as March. When that didn’t
happen, investors turned their focus to
June, only to be disappointed again.
Eventually, in December, the Fed took
action. It nudged its benchmark

overnight borrowing rate higher, its
first increase in interest rates in nearly a
decade.

The Fed made it clear that it was
expressing a vote of confidence in the
US economy by doing so and that
future increases would be gradual.
That helped reassure investors that the
Fed wouldn’t raise rates too quickly
and thereby stunt the economy’s
growth.

“It really was central banks looming
large over the market,” Baele said. “The
market had a fair amount of fear that
the Fed raising rates was a risk to the
market. It’s turned around now.”

Correction arrives
The bull market had racked up six

years of annual gains by the time the
calendars turned to 2015. The last time
it had a correction was 2011.
Historically, that’s an unusually long
time for the market to go without a
meaningful pullback. That plus a string
of record highs in late 2014 led many
to think the market was overdue a
drop.

The long-awaited correction finally
arrived in August. Late in the month
indexes dropped sharply as investors
worried that a slowdown in China’s
huge economy could spread to other
countries. Yet after an 11 percent
plunge between Aug. 17 and 25, and

another, less steep drop in late
September, the market began to strug-
gle higher. By late November it had
recouped all the losses from its late
summer swoon.

Once investors determined that
China’s slowdown would not spillover
to the US and European economies,
“then we had a very rapid recovery
from that very sharp decline,” Jeremy
Zirin, chief equities strategist at UBS

Wealth Management Americas.

EARNINGS DRAG
A big reason why the market fin-

ished flat in 2015 is that company earn-
ings growth has also been largely flat.
That was due primarily to the impact of
falling oil prices on energy sector earn-
ings. Also, the rapid appreciation of the
dollar constrained earnings for compa-
nies that do a lot of business overseas,
including Procter & Gamble, Tiffany,
Gap and Avon.

As a result, earnings growth for
companies in the S&P 500 index went
from 7 percent in 2014 to essentially
zero in 2015, Zirin said. Excluding ener-
gy, earnings for the rest of the S&P 500
would be up about 7 percent this year,
Zirin said. With so few companies pro-
ducing meaningful growth, investors
homed in on those that did.  Among
the biggest gainers: Facebook,
Amazon, Netflix and Alphabet,

Google’s parent company.
“There’s only been a handful of real-

ly strong performers on a market cap-
weighted index that have driven us to
performance while the majority of the
indices and the majority of the stocks
are actually negative for the year,” said
Darrell Cronk, president of Wells Fargo
Investment Institute.

Slow growth economy
The US economy didn’t do the stock

market any favors in 2015. It expanded
at a slight 0.6 percent annual rate in
the first three months of the year,
depressed by unusually severe winter
weather and disruptions at West Coast
ports. The economy revved up in the
next quarter, growing at an annual rate
of 3.9 percent, but slowed to a gain of
2.1 percent in the July-September
quarter.

Consumer spending remained a
bright spot, however. That’s one reason
why consumer discretionary stocks, a
category that includes big retailers and
car makers, were the biggest gainers in
the S&P 500.

S&P 500 goes red 
The stocks closed lower on

Thursday, capping the worst year for
the market since 2008. The Standard &
Poor’s 500 index ended essentially flat
for the year after the day’s modest loss-
es nudged it into the red for 2015. Even
factoring in dividends, the index eked
out a far smaller return than in 2014.

The Dow Jones industrial average
also closed out the year with a loss. The
tech-heavy Nasdaq composite fared
better, delivering a gain for the year.
“It’s a lousy end to a pretty lousy year,”
said Edward Campbell, portfolio man-
ager for QMA, a unit of Prudential
Investment Management. “A very unre-
warding year.”

Trading was lighter than usual on
Thursday ahead of the New Year’s Day
holiday.  Technology stocks were
among the biggest decliners, while
energy stocks eked out a tiny gain
thanks to a rebound in crude oil and
natural gas prices.

The Dow ended the day down
178.84 points, or 1 percent, to
17,425.03. The S&P 500 index lost 19.42
points, or 0.9 percent, to 2,043.94. The
Nasdaq composite fell 58.43 points, or
1.2 percent, to 5,007.41. For 2015, the
Dow registered a loss of 2.2 percent. It’s
the first down year for the Dow since
2008. The Nasdaq ended with a gain of
5.7 percent.

The S&P 500 index, regarded as a
benchmark for the broader stock mar-
ket, lost 0.7 percent for the year. The
index had a total return for the year of
just 1.4 percent, including dividends.
That’s the worst return since 2008 and
down sharply down from the 13.7 per-

cent it returned in 2014.
While US employers added jobs at a

solid pace in 2015 and consumer confi-
dence improved, several factors
weighed on stocks in 2015.

Investors worried about flat earn-
ings growth, a deep slump in oil prices
and the impact of the stronger dollar
on revenues in markets outside the US.
They also fretted about the timing of
the Federal Reserve’s first interest rate
increase in more than a decade.

The uncertainty led to a volatile
year in stocks, which hit new highs ear-
lier in the year, but swooned in August
as concerns about a slowdown in
China’s economy helped drag the three
major stock indexes into a correction,
or a drop of at least 10 percent. The
markets recouped most of their lost
ground within a few weeks.

“The market didn’t go anywhere
and earnings didn’t really go any-
where,” Campbell said. On Thursday,
nine of the 10 sectors in the S&P 500
index ended lower, led by a 1.4 percent
decline in technology stocks. Energy
stocks, which had been battered
recently as commodities prices sank,
rose 0.3 percent as oil prices rebound-
ed. The sector still closed out the year
down nearly 24 percent, making it the
worst performer in the S&P 500.

Crude oil and natural gas prices
recovered some of their losses from
the day before.  Benchmark US crude
climbed 44 cents, or 1.2 percent, to
close at $37.04 a barrel in New York.
Brent crude, used to price international
oils, gained 82 cents, or 2.2 percent, to
close at $37.28 a barrel in London.

In other energy trading in New York,
wholesale gasoline rose 3.7 cents to
$1.267 a gallon, heating oil rose 2.2
cents to $1.101 a gallon and natural
gas rose 12.3 cents to $2.337 per 1,000
cubic feet.

European stocks
In Europe, Britain’s FTSE 100

dropped 0.5 percent, putting it down
4.9 percent for the year.  France’s CAC-
40 fared better in 2015, with an 8.5 per-
cent gain after slipping 0.9 percent on
Thursday.  Germany’s main stock mar-
ket, which was closed Thursday for the
holiday, ended the year with a 9.6 per-
cent gain. In Asia, the Shanghai
Composite Index lost 0.9 percent,
while Hong Kong’s Hang Seng gained
0.1 percent. Precious and industrial
metals prices ended mixed. Gold rose
$40 cents to $1,060.20 an ounce, silver
fell 4 cents to $13.80 an ounce and
copper slid 1 cent to $2.14 a pound.
Bond prices rose. The yield on the 10-
year Treasury note fell to 2.27 percent
from 2.30 percent a day earlier. In cur-
rency markets, the dollar fell to 120.19
yen from 120.55 yen, while the euro fell
to $1.0859 from $1.0924. — AP
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WALL STREET CAPS A VOLATILE YEAR
Market ends 2015 flat after taking investors for a wild ride

NEW YORK: While the Standard &
Poor’s index is finishing 2015 around
where it started, the index has been
sharply divided between winners and
losers. Four of the index’s 10 sectors
rose, while energy and five others lost
ground.
CONSUMER DISCRETIONARY: Up 8.4
percent. These stocks had by far the
best year on the market. The sector was
driven higher by big gains from Netflix
and Amazon, the only S&P 500 stocks
that doubled in value this year.
Starbucks, Cablevision and Expedia all
did well. The S&P’s consumer discre-
tionary index has risen for seven years
in a row.
HEALTH CARE: Up 5.2 percent. Health
care stocks rose thanks to gains in drug
companies, such as the macular degen-
eration drug maker Regeneron, and
Botox maker Allergan, which combined
with Actavis early in the year. A wave of
consolidation lifted health insurers.
INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY: Up 4.3
percent. Video game makers Activision
Blizzard and Electronic Arts surged,
while Google parent Alphabet and chip
designer Nvidia also made significant
gains. Facebook hit an all-time high and

Microsoft reached its highest price since
2000 as it transitioned to new leader-
ship.
CONSUMER STAPLES: Up 3.8 percent.
Even though shares of Wal-Mart had
their worst year in four decades, con-
sumer staple stocks edged higher on
gains from Spam maker Hormel,
Monster Beverage and Corona distribu-
tor Constellation Brands. The $54 billion
combination of Kraft and Heinz also
helped the sector.
TELECOM: Down 1.7 percent. Shares of
Frontier Communications and
CenturyLink tumbled this year, counter-
ing a small gain from telecom giant
AT&T and a 10-percent jump for Level 3
Communications.
FINANCIALS: Down 3.5 percent.
Financial stocks slipped as losses from
Goldman Sachs, Berkshire Hathaway
and student loan processor Navient
canceled out gains from E-Trade
Financial and property and casualty
insurer Chubb. Investors expected the
Federal Reserve to raise interest rates
this year, but it waited until December
to do so. Higher interest rates mean
banks can make more money on loans.
INDUSTRIALS: Down 4.7 percent. The

strong dollar and a slowing global
economy, particularly in China, hit
industrial stocks. Engine maker
Cummins, railroad operator Union
Pacific, machinery maker Caterpillar and
truck maker Paccar all pulled the sector
lower.
UTILITIES: Down 8.4 percent. Utility
stocks are seen as stable investments
that pay steady dividends, and the utili-
ties sector had risen five out of the last
six years. With interest rates about to
start rising, investors sold utility stocks
this year.
MATERIALS: Down 10.4 percent. The
prices of gold, silver and copper slid to
six-year lows in 2015 as the global econ-
omy cooled. That battered stocks of
mining and metals companies like
Freeport-McMoRan and Alcoa as well as
glass container maker Owens-Illinois
and fertilizer maker Mosaic.
ENERGY: Down 23.6 percent. With world-
wide oil supplies building up and
demand slumping, the price of oil hit its
lowest level since early 2009 and natural
gas fell to its lowest price since 1999.
Energy companies cut tens of thousands
of jobs as they scrambled to reduce
spending, and earnings plunged.  — AP

A breakdown of the S&P 

500’s sectors in 2015

NEW YORK:  In this Dec 16, 2015, file photo, Federal Reserve Chair Janet Yellen’s Washington news conference is
shown on a television screen on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange. Wall Street watched few things more
closely this year than the Federal Reserve. Despite veering between record highs and the steepest dive in four
years, the stock market is on track to end the year essentially flat. — AP 

LONDON: European shares ended
2015 mostly higher than where they
started, but well below their peaks
after weak commodity prices
weighed on markets in the final quar-
ter.

Britain’s blue-chip FTSE 100 index
shed 0.5 percent on Thursday and
France’s benchmark CAC-40 index
was down 0.9 percent,  while
Germany’s DAX was closed for a pub-
lic holiday and other markets had
half-day sessions. Brent crude oil
prices stayed near 11-year lows, with
falls in oil companies such as BP and
Total. Shares have retreated from
record highs reached in April, pulled
down partly by concerns about a
slowdown in China, the world’s sec-
ond-biggest economy and a major

consumer of commodities such as
metals and oil.

But economic stimulus measures
from the European Central Bank have
prevented markets from losing too
much ground, with the main German
and French markets both up some 10
percent overall in 2015. However, the
FTSE has underper formed its
European rivals and is down around 5
percent for the year, partly because
commodity-related stocks account
for a bigger part of the market in
Britain than in France and Germany.

The FTSE, DAX and CAC ended the
year down 12 percent, 13 percent
and more than 11 percent, respec-
tively,  from their April  peaks.  A
Reuters poll earlier this month fore-
cast that while European stocks

would rise in 2016, they would not
get back to the highs of 2015.

Admiral Markets’ Darren Sinden
said that despite some lingering con-
cerns about debt-ridden European
economies such as Greece, European
stocks still promised better returns
for investors than the low yields on
offer in bond markets.

“European stocks are still proba-
bly  the best  choice in  a  l imited
range of  options,” said Sinden.
“There’s not much incentive to hold
bonds, and the US is at the tail-end
of a bull run, so it’s hard to justify
putt ing your money there.
Nevertheless, in Europe, I still have
some concerns about the domestic
European economic recovery,” he
added. —  Reuters

European shares end 2015 

with gains but below peaks

NEW YORK: In this March 15, 2007 file photo, former US Congressman and Chairman of the House Financial
Services Committee Michael G Oxley attends the opening bell at the Nasdaq stockmarket in New York.
Oxley, who helped write a landmark business regulatory law following the collapse of Enron Corp and
WorldCom Inc has died. Mikey Oxley was 71. Oxley’s wife, Patricia, says her husband died in his sleep early
Friday, Jan 1, 2016, in northern Virginia. —AP 

TOKYO: Photographers shoot the last trading day of 2015 at the Tokyo Stock Exchange in Tokyo on Thursday.
Tokyo’s shares ended the year on a high note, climbing more than nine percent in 2015 to rank among the world’s
top-performing major markets. On December 30, the Nikkei ticked up 0.27 percent, or 51.48 points, to close at
19,033.71. — AFP 


