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HUNTER REGION
ECONOMIC INDICATORS

6%

HOUSEHOLD

2011*
8%

2016*

MORTGAGE STRESS

* Newcastle and Lake Macquarie

BUSINESS

2017*2016*
0.17 0.21

last three
months

* December, -1 = worse  +1 = better

PERFORMANCE

Hunter: Newcastle, Lake Macquarie, Port Stephens, Maitland, Cessnock, Singleton, Muswellbrook, Upper Hunter and Dungog LGAs
Hunter Balance includes Upper Hunter Region (Singleton, Muswellbrook, Upper Hunter) plus Cessnock, Maitland, Port Stephens and Dungog LGAs
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4.7%

JOBS

UNEMPLOYMENT

2016*
4.6%

2017*
* December

HOUSE PRICES

2017*
6%

Annual growth
$513,612
* December quarter, median price

NEW HOUSING 
APPROVALS

2,7702,846
2016* 2017*
* December, annualised

0.24 0.32
* December, -1 = worse  +1 = better

2017*2016*

CONSUMER 
next three

months

CONFIDENCE 

• Labour market performance upbeat – full-time employment 
growth for calendar year the highest on record; with forward 
indicators suggesting that the labour market will tighten further

• Housing market momentum slows; marked cooling in  
the Sydney housing market, particularly in apartment  
growth, followed by Melbourne.

•  Consumer spending remains muted; gradual  
improvement in wages and household income growth.

• Business condition indicators remain strong. Improved 
profitability driving favourable conditions across industries  
and states, measures of private business investment  
continue to strengthen.

National economy - Strengthening 

Hunter economy - Recovery continues
• Employment growth slightly above NSW rate in the 

December quarter. Unemployment rate fell to 4.7 per cent 
(3-month moving average), marginally above the state average, 
with the youth rate also falling to 8.3 per cent.

• Housing market has rebounded on September dip, although 
the annual growth rate has slowed; considerable variation 
across local government areas (LGAs).

• Business performance at a decade high and forward 
indicators suggest further improvement.

• Key indicators of household spending improved with  
most measures moving above five-year averages; still  
below pre-GFC readings. 

• Renewed business and household confidence in the 
regional economy seen for much of 2017 continues; 
confidence remains at the boom-time highs of 2009-2010.
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Employment growth picked up in the December quarter, with 
the region’s labour market adding 6,200 jobs (3-month moving 
average), equivalent to a rate of growth (2%) just above the state 
(1.7%). Annually the region’s labour market grew by 1.1 per cent 
compared to 3.1 per cent growth in NSW and 3.4 per cent growth 
in employment nationally. 
Growth in the Hunter labour market was reasonably flat over 
2017, compared to the rapid recovery period from mid-2015 
to the end of 2016. Over the year, the Hunter labour market 
experienced much stronger percentage growth (7.2%) in full-time 
employment than the state (4.8%) or the nation (3.7%). These 
gains in full-time employment were offset by substantial losses in 
part-time employment over the year, with a 9.3 per cent decline 
in the Hunter, compared to a marginal 0.7 percentage decline in 
NSW. 

The Australian economy grew by 0.6 per cent in the September 
quarter (2.8% annually) – representing an improved annual growth 
figure closer to long-term averages. Improvements in private 
business and public infrastructure spending supported growth. 
Professional, scientific and technical services was the strongest 
performing sector, along with health care and social assistance,  
and manufacturing. Non-dwelling construction’s positive contribution 
to growth in September, offset the decline from residential building 
activity. The household sector remains subdued, and the quarterly 
growth in consumer spending was the weakest result since 2008. 
Meanwhile full-time employment growth for the calendar year, from 
January 2017, was the highest on record. Improved outcomes for 
employment and capital spending are providing reasons for greater 
confidence in the forward outlook. Further reductions in spare 
capacity within the labour market may be a prerequisite for stronger 
wage growth. The global backdrop continues to improve, with labour 
markets tightening in key advanced economies.

The region’s unemployment rate improved over the December 
quarter of 2017. It is now at 4.7 per cent, down from 5.5 per cent 
in September 2017. This represents a return to a rate very close 
to the NSW-wide rate of 4.5 per cent in December 2017. The 
region’s youth unemployment rate had been trending up for the 
first half of 2017 but fell to 8.3 per cent in December 2017. This 
figure was below the NSW-wide rate of 9.9 per cent. 
The region’s labour force participation rate improved over 
the quarter but stayed below the NSW rate of 65.2 per cent. 
Nationally, the underemployment rate, a measure of labour 
underutilisation, had been trending up to historic highs in the 
first part of the year. The underemployment rate has fallen in the 
second half of 2017, reflecting the strengthening of full-time jobs 
growth at both the state and national level.
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Hunter median house prices rebounded from their dip in the 
September quarter. The Newcastle LGA finished the year with 
a record median price of $610,000 as did Lake Macquarie at 
$580,000. Yearly growth was 6 per cent, in line with the five-year 
average. Amongst Lower Hunter LGAs, yearly growth in median 
prices was strong for Newcastle (11% annual growth), Lake 
Macquarie (8%), and Port Stephens (12%). 
In the Upper Hunter, Muswellbrook’s housing market finished 
the year much stronger with 23 per cent price growth, as did the 
Upper Hunter Shire (14% growth). The imbalance in supply and 
demand in these local housing markets may have been resolved. 
In Singleton prices fell by 13 per cent over the year. Nationally 
fewer investors and increasing supply of housing in capital city 
markets has dampened price growth, notably in the Sydney 
market, with the median price beginning to fall. 

The HRF Centre’s First Home Buyer (FHB) affordability index 
was at its highest level (most unaffordable) in June 2017. The 
Index accounts for changes in median house prices within 
Newcastle (LGA), as well as changes in household income, 
borrowing costs and in government concessions. The index 
shows a dramatic worsening of affordability from the early 2000s. 
A brief sharp improvement occurred shortly after the GFC, when 
the median house price and interest rates fell. However, the 
Index returned to elevated levels for most of the current decade. 
High house prices combined with stagnant wage growth have 
offset the effects of record low interest rates in the recent 
period. The NSW Government has responded with stamp duty 
exemptions for First Home Buyers. This, combined with some 
moderation in price growth within the Hunter, may see FHB 
affordability improve, be it only slightly, relative to the levels of 
affordability two decades ago. 
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HOUSE PRICES
LOWER HUNTER - GROWTH SUSTAINED

HOUSING AFFORDABILITY
OUT OF REACH?

Building approvals are a leading indicator of construction activity 
across the region. Annualised residential building approvals (new 
houses) have fallen slightly, by 3 per cent, from December 2016. 
However the annualised number of ‘other residential’ (apartments, 
town houses etc.) has risen substantially, by 30 per cent. NSW wide, 
the number of new housing approvals fell by 2 per cent. In contrast 
to the Hunter region’s strong growth in ‘other residential’, NSW 
growth in this category fell by 7 per cent. Considerable variation 
exists at the LGA level - in the Newcastle LGA, approvals for ‘other 
residential’ has been growing exceptionally strongly since mid 2015. 
Numbers of residential approvals fell markedly over 2014-15 in the 
Upper Hunter but have plateaued at lower levels recently. The value 
of the pipeline of residential and non-residential approvals stands at 
$2.5 billion across the region and has stayed relatively stable over 
the year. There has been a notable jump in the real value of non-
residential approvals over the recent period (2016-17).

RESIDENTIAL BUILDING APPROVALS
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The region’s business performance, at a decade high throughout 
2017, improved still further in December. Capital expenditure 
intentions, increasing steadily since mid-2016, jumped substantially 
in this quarter. This result is in line with national trends indicating 
strengthening business investment. Local businesses’ record 
hiring intentions, seen in the September quarter, have softened, 
but are well above the five-year average. Forward orders (last 3 
months) have further extended the improvement shown in previous 
quarters, recording the best result since December 2009, during 
the mining boom. Business confidence for the next 12 months is 
back at its pre-GFC level of September 2007. While short-term 
business confidence softened slightly, it is still sitting at pre-GFC 
levels. Over 2017 the percentage of firms listing a lack of sales 
and orders as their main business constraint has fallen. A greater 
number of local firms (almost one-in-five) listed finding suitable 
labour as their main business constraint in December.
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BUSINESS PERFORMANCE AND CONFIDENCE

Household expectations of the regional economy, for the next 
three and 12 months, improved markedly in the December 
quarter. Expectations reached levels well above the long-term 
average. Household confidence in the regional economy over the 
next 12 months is almost back to the boom-time highs of 2010. 
Short-term confidence is at its best since September 2009. 
Business confidence in the regional economy stayed more or 
less steady at the renewed highs in the December quarter. The 
12-month measure is at its best since March 2010, in the midst 
of the mining investment boom. Hunter businesses’ confidence in 
the regional economy over the coming quarter is the best it has 
been since December 2009. Likely drivers of regional buoyancy 
are the continued rally in global coal prices, continuing resilience 
in the region’s housing market and construction activity, and 
strengthening national and international context.

12-MONTH REGIONAL OUTLOOK
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Hunter consumers estimate that their past spending improved on 
balance in the December quarter. The index is well above the five-
year average for December, showing its best value since March 
2013, before the wind-back in mining investment negatively impacted 
the local economy. Household expectations of their financial 
circumstances in the last 12 months, a leading indicator of consumer 
spending, also improved in the most recent quarter to a level well 
above the five-year average for December. Households continue to 
constrain their spending, faced with the rising cost of essentials and 
further weakness in wages and household income growth. 
In 2018, stronger jobs growth will hopefully translate into increased 
wages and household income. Although international examples 
provide an indication of a slow transmission from stronger labour 
market conditions to wage growth. Nationally and locally, wealth 
effects may provide a further drag on consumption if house price 
growth slows as predicted.

CONSUMER SPENDING AND CONFIDENCE
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BUSINESS PERFORMANCE
HIGHS CONTINUE

CONSUMER ACTIVITY 
FURTHER IMPROVEMENT

REGIONAL OUTLOOK
BOTH HOUSEHOLDS AND BUSINESSES BUOYANT

<0 = worsening and >0 = improving
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* Value has been interpolated for June 2015


