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Storms continue for Hunter economy   

The following opinion piece appeared in the Newcastle Herald on 16 May 2015 
 
The Hunter Research Foundation’s (HRF) latest Hunter economic indicators show a Region 
that remains strongly impacted by the end of the mining investment boom, with rising 
unemployment and low business expectations.   
 
There were around 285,600 people employed in the Hunter at the end of March 2015, 5 
per cent lower (16,200 people) than the September 2013 peak of 301,600. Over the same 
period, in contrast, 48,000 extra people had gained employment across NSW, a rise of 1 
per cent. 
 
The decline in employment has been greatest for full-time, male workers – who are more 
likely than females to be employed in mining and related industries. Of the 16,200 people 
who have lost their jobs since September 2013, more than four-fifths (13,200) have been 
males. 
 
As employment has declined, the unemployment rate has increased over the past 
quarter, with around one-in-10 Hunter people unable to find work in March 2015. In 
contrast, the unemployment rate across NSW was 6.8 per cent at end-March 2015. More 
worryingly for the Hunter, the estimated unemployment rate amongst its young people 
(15-24 year-olds) continues to rise, reaching 18.5 per cent at the end of March.  
 
The divergence between the State’s and the Hunter’s unemployment rates indicates the 
Hunter has been much less successful in reducing its reliance on the mining sector and in 
growing its non-mining industries. Hunter employment is only likely to increase in the future 
if businesses see opportunities to grow and invest. Increasing their exposure to Asia – 
becoming more export-oriented and globally competitive – is a significant opportunity for 
all types of Hunter businesses, from services-based industries to agriculture and 
manufacturing. 
 
To some extent the regional economy mirrors the national, with Australia’s economic 
growth remaining subdued and unemployment expected to continue rising in 2015. 
However, over the medium term, Australia’s economic growth is expected to rise, whereas 
our research has shown some worrying signs in the preparedness of Hunter businesses to 
capitalise on some of the factors that are expected to drive that growth. 
 
Australia’s projected growth is partly due to the boost in international competitiveness 
provided by a low Australian dollar (A$). The 10 per cent fall in the value of the A$ 
promises a windfall for Australian companies who export and is expected to help the 
national economy to re-balance from mining to non-mining growth.  
 
In the Hunter, however, HRF’s surveys have revealed that only about one-in-10 businesses 
are exporting. This has fallen slightly over the past five years, from around one-in-six in 2010. 
In a more encouraging development, over the past six months the share of Hunter 
businesses that expect to begin exporting over the next 12 months has risen, from around 1 
per cent in June 2014 to around 16 per cent today. To take advantage of opportunities 
offshore, collaboration and networking will be important, especially as most Hunter 
businesses do not currently export. 



 

T 02 4041 5555    F 02 4961 4981    E info@hrf.com.au    W www.hrf.com.au 
PO BOX 322 NEWCASTLE NSW 2300   5 HALL STREET MARYVILLE    

 
Given the weak state of the Hunter’s economy, all 
businesses need to look outside the Region for customers 
in order to remain profitable. By broadening and diversifying customer bases across 
different regions and nations, Hunter businesses can mitigate some of the impact of the 
Region’s weak economy on their performance. Despite the benefits of customer and 
market diversification, only half of Hunter businesses surveyed in March 2015 said they 
export to Australian customers outside the Hunter.  
 
The professional services sector – which includes financial, legal, technical and real-estate 
services – currently employs around one-in-11 Hunter workers, compared to one-in-six for 
the State and one-in-seven for the nation. While this employment share has fallen across 
the Hunter since 2011, it has risen slightly across NSW and Australia. 
 
HRF today launched its Future of Hunter Professional Services research project, which will 
examine the opportunities for the sector to grow and add value; constraints faced in 
attempting to capture these opportunities; and strategies that can be developed and 
implemented at the regional level to enable the Hunter to boost its share of the value 
created by the professional services sector. 
 
To remain globally competitive, the Hunter professional services sector will need to 
increasingly look towards new markets. The opportunities to export have risen over time, 
reflecting ongoing technological advances and falling trade barriers, which have also 
raised the threat of foreign competition. 
 
These opportunities have been boosted by the free trade agreements (FTAs) recently 
signed with our major trading partners – China, Japan and Korea. These are likely to have 
a higher impact on less trade-exposed industries – such as professional services – where 
trade barriers remain relatively high. For example, the mining and manufacturing sectors 
across Australia are each around seven times more internationally tradeable than 
professional services. 
 
HRF have recruited a group of Professional Services Sector Research Ambassadors from 
leading Hunter firms to help inform our research and develop real solutions to improve the 
sector’s contribution to the Hunter’s future economic growth. 
 
Dr Alan Rai is Principal Economist at HRF and author of the March quarter Hunter Economic 
Indicators. 
 
To read HRF’s Hunter Economic Indicators, visit www.hrf.com.au  
For more HRF Research insights subscribe to #HRFInsights newsletter 
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