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Let's Talk About The Spread Between Mortgage Rates
And The 10yr Treasury

Seemingly overnight, there is widespread media attention on the spread between mortgage
rates and the 10yr Treasury yield. There shouldn't be.

Why are we talking about the 10yr Treasury yield if we're focused on mortgages and
housing? 

Simply put, the 10yr Treasury note is the most dominant benchmark (touchstone, bellwether,
yard stick, etc) for all longer term interest rates in the US.  10yr Treasury yields and
mortgages move with a high degree of correlation in the big picture.  Case in point:

Looks like mortgages are a bit higher, but otherwise move in lock step with the 10yr, so what's the big deal?

Both rates are very high relative to the past decade.  Rates are extremely important to the mortgage industry and high rates
lead experts and laypersons alike to search for signs of impending relief.  Some prominent voices have recently suggested
relief could come in the form of the blue line moving down a bit closer to the orange line.

How far apart are they really?  Would this make a difference?
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Yes, in fact, there's a lot of room between the two if you consider the numbers in the chart above.  At the widest recent gap,
mortgage rates were more than 3% higher than the 10yr.  There are past examples of the spread being closer to 1%.  That
means, in theory, if the spread could move back to those historically tight levels, a 7% mortgage rate could be closer to 5%.

Sounds great! What's the catch?

First off, the spread isn't wide for new or mysterious reasons.  There are two big ones.
1. The end of Fed bond buying (with a specific comment on not buying mortgage-backed bonds in the future)
2. The presence of a historically rapid spike to the highest rates in a long time.

Each of those two factors is singlehandedly capable of causing a spike in the spread, but together, they created the widest
spreads since the 80s, thus helping increase the buzz.

In other words, spreads are wide and they should be!  Beyond this fact, it's also a mistake to use spread levels too far in the
past as a baseline for "normal."  There are key differences between now and then.  As of the mid 90s, the passage of the
Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) changed the landscape of investor risk in the mortgage market.  The shift is easy to see in
the following chart (post-CRA "normal").  

Before that, the end of the Savings and Loan crisis and innovation in the market for mortgage-backed securities (MBS) created
a boom for mortgage risk sentiment.  This contributed to the "ancient history" timeframe that arguably marked the lowest
natural  spread levels we'll ever see.

You just said lowest "natural" spread levels.  What's up with that?

In that context, the word "natural" is another way of saying "not distorted to abnormally low levels by the Fed's bond buying." 

What's up with the Fed's bond buying?  
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This is a big topic for another time.  The short version is that the Fed had been buying mortgage backed securities after the
financial crisis in 2008 and it had a hard time finding the right time to stop.  Fed bond buying results in lower rates/yields.  Fed
MBS buying pushes mortgage rates down such that they can keep pace with Treasury yields (the Fed also bought Treasuries).

Unfortunately, the Fed opted to wind down its bon buying (including reinvestments of existing holdings) right as
generationally high inflation was causing interest rates to move higher.  

If there's one thing mortgage investors don't like, it's extreme volatility in the presence of a rapid rate spike.  Considering this
happened at the same time as the Fed's quantitative tightening (fancy words for "no more bond buying"), it's impressive that
the spread between mortgage rates and Treasuries didn't get any wider!

OK, we know they're wide, but how about making them not so wide?  What can be done?  Can it happen?  How about the Fed
starts buying again?

This is the other frustrating part of the spread conversation: there's not some magic solution that will instantly shrink the
gap.  The Fed will almost certainly NOT be buying MBS again.  They've been there, done that, and gotten the T-shirt. 
Comments from multiple Fed officials indicate a preference to return the Fed's bond portfolio to Treasuries only.  In other
words, even if an economic emergency leads the Fed to buy bonds again in the future, they'll likely only buy Treasuries unless
things are so bad that the mortgage market poses a systemic risk to the global economy, as it did in 2008.

If the Fed won't save us, who will?

Hey... did you happen to notice that mortgage rates have fallen more than a full percentage point in a few short months with
absolutely no epic, targeted intervention in the mortgage market?  Not only that, but the spread between mortgages and
Treasuries got a bit smaller over the same time. 

Wait... are you saying we don't need a magic pill?  Things will work themselves out?

In not so many words, yes.  You just have to accept and understand that 2024 is not the same as the late 80s and early 90s. 
Spreads near 1% are almost certainly not in the cards given the current layout of the secondary mortgage market.  But spreads
at or just under 2% are entirely reasonable.  

Sounds great in theory, but I want some reassurance that such things are possible.

Consider this: the early 80s is the only time frame in remotely recent economic memory that is similar to the past few years in
terms of inflation and interest rates.  Let's take a look at how mortgage vs Treasury spreads moved during those years.

In both of the inflation/rate peaks, spreads peaked simultaneously and began to fall when rates fell/stabilized.  The same thing
can, and probably will happen this time around if rates continue to moderate.  
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One last thought on this topic, or rather, a question for those who've been so concerned with spreads recently: If the spread
only manages to get back to 2% (something we've just shown to be exceedingly possible without any official intervention) and
10yr yields simultaneously fall to 2% for economic/inflation-related reasons, would you still care about the spread?  As you
consider your answer, keep in mind that the historically elevated spread of 2% would equate to 4% mortgage rates in that
scenario.

I'm satisfied!  What happened this week?

Well, we just took a lot of space to talk about spreads, so here's a lighting round on this week in the mortgage market.  Traders
returned after holiday absences and the balance of sentiment was toward slightly higher rates.  It wasn't a big deal in the
bigger picture and the market remains very interested in economic data.  This chart shows a few of the week's key data points
and developments against the backdrop of 10yr Treasuries.
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The next chart shows why you probably won't care too much about the apparent volatility in the chart above:

The impact on mortgage rates was also minimal.
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To whatever extent this week's economic data was worth the market's attention, next week is just as important thanks to only
one report: the consumer price index (CPI), which will be released on Thursday morning.  
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