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2018*
$106.45

2019*
* US$ per metric ton, Jan

BUSINESS

2018*2017*
0.18 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

newcastle.edu.au/hrfc

4.6%

JOBS

UNEMPLOYMENT

2017*
4.7%

2018*
* December

HOUSE PRICES

2018*
0%

Annual growth
$519,784

* December quarter, median price

CREATIVE

$967m*
* Contribution to the Hunter region 

INDUSTRIES

Gross Regional Product - 2016

0.28 0.24
* December, -1 = worse  +1 = better

2018*2017*

HOUSEHOLD
last three

months

SPENDING

• Gross Domestic Product - growth softer than expected in 
the September quarter. Consumer contribution was weak. 
Public expenditure contributed positively. 

• Labour market  - jobs growth continued but has slowed 
in 2018 relative to strong growth observed in 2017. NSW 
unemployment rate is at an historic low. 

• Business conditions - positive, but evidence that the business 
sector lost some momentum in the second half of 2018.

• Housing market - downward momentum picks up pace, 
cooling most markedly in Sydney and Melbourne.

• International - downside risks accumulate in international 
markets.

NATIONAL ECONOMY - SOME UNCERTAINTY

HUNTER ECONOMY - ROBUST FOR THE SHORT-TERM
• Jobs - growth slows in second half of 2018. Unemployment 

rate fell to 4.6 per cent (3-month moving average), above the 
state average. The youth rate also fell to 9.3 per cent.

• Housing market - house prices stayed flat, moderate 
declines in Newcastle and Lake Macquarie over the year.

• Household spending - key indicators now just above five-
year averages, but well below pre-GFC readings.

• Business performance - returned to elevated levels close 
to a decade high. Business confidence rebounded more 
moderately. Firms continue to report constraints in finding 
suitable labour. 

• Business and household confidence in regional economy 
continued to moderate from strong optimism seen in late 
2017. However, confidence remains well above 2013-14 lows.

HUNTER REGION
ECONOMIC INDICATORS

JUL-DEC 2018
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Employment (3-month moving average) declined slightly in 
the six months from June 2018, with 1,000 jobs lost within the 
region. Over the year to December, however, employment grew 
by 1.6 per cent. This figure compares to 3 per cent growth across 
NSW. However, the region’s growth rate is above that of a year 
prior. Full-time jobs growth, which had been strengthening in 
2017 throughout the region, softened in 2018, staying relatively 
flat. Part-time employment grew much more strongly than full-
time employment over 2018. There was very strong growth in 
part-time jobs in the first half of the year (7.1 per cent), slowing 
in the second half of 2018, coinciding with a moderate decline in 
full-time jobs. Nationally, full-time employment grew relatively 
strongly in the second half of 2018, although annual growth in 
full-time and total employment has slowed from 2017. The hope 
in 2019 is that continued employment growth will drive wage 
growth and boost household disposable incomes.

Following two quarters of reasonably robust growth, real Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) for the September quarter growth eased 
to 0.3 per cent. While mining investment continued to decline, and 
household consumption was weak, public infrastructure spending 
contributed strongly to domestic demand. Mediocre household 
consumption may be attributed to rising levels of household 
debt, sluggish growth in real wages and the recent cooling of the 
housing market. Despite modest household consumption, savings 
continue to deteriorate. International economic conditions remain 
uncertain. The United States and China both recently implemented 
a fresh round of tariff hikes. Import levels in China and India have 
slowed, weighing on trade-exposed economies. Import constraints 
have impacted on China’s demand for Australian coal, and thermal 
coal prices have marginally weakened. Given the uncertainties, and 
weak inflationary pressures, interest rates remain at historic lows 
(1.5%). Many analysts are forecasting a potential rate cut in the 
second half of 2019. 

The region’s unemployment rate fell in the six months to 
December. It is now at 4.6 per cent, down from 5.8 per cent 
in June (3-month moving average). This figure is slightly 
above the NSW-wide rate of 4.2 per cent in December 2018, 
the lowest of any Australian state. The Hunter and NSW rates 
have both trended downward from mid-2018. The NSW rate 
now sits at levels not seen since the 1970s. The region’s youth 
unemployment rate exhibited a welcome downward trend in 
the second half of 2018, and it is now at 9.3 per cent. This figure 
is slightly below the NSW-wide rate of 10.0 per cent, which has 
held more or less steady since the start of the year. National  
and NSW data on underemployment suggests that the rate has 
not improved at the same pace as unemployment. The overall 
rate of underemployment has barely fallen this year.
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Hunter median house prices stayed relatively stable in the six 
months to December. There was no growth over the year. The 
absence of growth was in contrast to strong growth a year prior 
(7 per cent) and to the region’s five-yearly average (5.6 per cent). 
Notably the Newcastle Local Government Area (LGA), which had 
continued to experience strong growth in the first half of 2018, 
declined by 1.6 per cent in the six months to December (3% over 
the year). House prices in Lake Macquarie rebounded by 2.7 per 
cent over the six-month period (declining by 1 per cent over the 
year). With the exception of Muswellbrook and Singleton, most 
other Hunter LGAs experienced modest declines in the second 
half of 2018. The fall in prices across Sydney and Melbourne 
has now been ongoing for 18 months, and market activity has 
slowed. Sydney prices are now 12 per cent below their July 2017 
peak and Melbourne has declined by 9 per cent since November 
2017.
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HOUSE PRICES
FLAT-LINED

The Hunter’s growth in new house approvals outpaced that of 
NSW in the year to December. It grew by a healthy 8.7 per cent 
compared to 0.4 per cent for NSW. While the region’s growth in 
approvals for new houses is above the five-year average of 4.3 
per cent, it represents a slowing of the Hunter’s annual growth 
rate of the previous two years. This slowing has been led by Lake 
Macquarie, where new housing approvals declined by 12 per 
cent. Residential approvals for semidetached buildings, terraces, 
apartments, etc. grew at 15 per cent within the region. Growth 
in this dwelling type has picked up pace in the last six months 
in Lake Macquarie, while higher density approvals appear to 
have begun declining in Newcastle LGA over the last six months. 
The value of the pipeline of residential and non-residential 
approvals still stands at $2.6 billion across the region. Nationally, 
the Reserve Bank are predicting dwelling investment to decline 
by 10 per cent over the next two and a half years. 

NEW HOUSING APPROVALS

In the year ending September 2017-18, Tasmania received 1.28 
million visitors. Approximately 350,000 (27%) said they had 
visited the Museum of Old and New Art (MONA) during their trip, 
up from 28,000 close to the opening of the Museum in 2010-11. 
The arts and creative industries remain a key industry segment 
within the Hunter. In 2016, creative industries contributed 
almost $1 billion to the Hunter’s Gross Regional Product (GRP) 
(McIntyre et al., 2018). Newcastle residents spend less than the 
national average per arts event but attend more arts events 
per ticket buyer, according to TEG Analytics. Newcastle also has 
a substantially greater share of arts event attendees buying 
tickets to events in their own LGA – 41 per cent of Novocastrians 
surveyed purchased tickets to arts events within the LGA. The 
arts and creative industries have unique potential to contribute 
to innovation, design and creative content within the region’s 
businesses. They also have potential for a central role in ‘place-
making’ improvements in city vibrancy, identity and tourism. 

CITY GROWTH AND IDENTITY
ROLE OF THE ARTS AND CREATIVE INDUSTRIES

SELECTED TASMANIAN DESTINATIONS (VISITORS*)

RESIDENTIAL PIPELINE
ROBUST
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Business performance, profitability and forward orders improved 
in the latter half of 2018. Measures returned to the elevated 
performance levels observed at the end of 2017. Business 
confidence improved more moderately from the sharp drop 
observed in the first half of 2018. Confidence remains below the 
highs observed over 2017. A number of forward-looking measures 
are also exhibiting more moderated expectations. Employment 
intentions, while positive, have weakened. Capital expenditure 
intentions also declined over 2018. 

The share of businesses reporting their main business constraint 
as a lack of ‘sales and orders’ is the lowest since December 2007. 
There has been a higher share of businesses reporting difficulties 
in finding suitable labour in the recent recovery period, indicative 
of a tightening labour market. This trend confirms that the business 
recovery from the mining investment downturn continues, although 
confidence over the longer term appears to be softening.
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MAIN FACTOR CONSTRAINING OUTPUT

Household confidence in the regional outlook remains at elevated 
levels, although the long-term outlook weakened in 2018. 
Households’ confidence in the short-term outlook rebounded 
slightly in the second half of 2018. Optimists outnumber 
pessimists, and household confidence remains well above 2014-15 
lows. Business expectations of the regional economy softened 
further in the last six months. Business confidence in the regional 
long-term outlook fell sharply in the second half of 2018, back to 
values recorded 18 months ago. 
Nationally, weak consumption and dwelling investment appear 
to be dragging down growth and sentiment. However, the region 
has protective factors. They include renewed activity in the mining 
sector, a relatively strong labour market and a relatively robust 
housing market and construction pipeline to date. Downside risks 
include greater momentum in house price falls, slow wage growth 
and concerns around global trade wars and political uncertainty.

12-MONTH REGIONAL OUTLOOK
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Consumer spending improved slightly in the six months to 
December. It is now just above the five-year average for December. 
Households’ expectations of their financial position in the next 
12 months improved in the six months to December and is now 
also above the five-year average. Consumers’ expectations of their 
spending in the next three months improved from a dip in mid-year, 
but they have remained relatively flat over the longer-term, below 
pre-GFC averages.

In the second half of 2018, consumption patterns within the region 
have remained slightly above national trends, where evidence 
suggests consumption growth has been softer than expected. 
Credit growth in both the housing and personal sectors has cooled. 
Overall, household credit growth is well below pre-GFC levels. 
Nationally and regionally, factors operating over the year, such as 
slower growth in full-time employment and a cooling of house 
prices, may be keeping confidence subdued.

CONSUMER SPENDING AND FINANCES
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BUSINESS PERFORMANCE
MIXED SIGNALS

CONSUMER ACTIVITY 
MODERATE IMPROVEMENT

REGIONAL OUTLOOK
WEAKENING FROM 2017 HIGHS

<0 = worsening and >0 = improving

<0 = worsening and >0 = improving
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