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Hunter Region
Economic Indicators 
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National economy - growth slows
• Household income growth and consumption remain subdued, with historically low wage growth and high household debt
• Unemployment rate slightly lower in June quarter. Employment grew, with full-time employment trending up
• Exports and sluggish housing investment weighed on the March quarter GDP. Contribution to growth came from the services 

sector and household spending on essentials
• Housing market sentiment softened noticeably, falling in all states, and residential approvals have fallen across the year to date
• Business conditions, profitability and capacity utilisation at elevated levels for the better part of a year 

Hunter economy - households & businesses diverge
• Employment rose in the June quarter, unemployment fell to 5.1 per cent, the youth unemployment rate also fell
• House prices declined in the quarter, slowing the annual rate of growth, and new housing approvals fell
• Measures of business performance remain strong and forward indicators suggest further improvement 
• Household spending stayed steady at levels below long-term averages, household predictions of long-term finances also steady 
• Business confidence in the Hunter economy improved while household confidence declined slightly; both are above long-term 

averages 
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Employment in the Hunter rose in the June quarter, reversing the 
March quarter fall. Employment (3-month moving average) rose 
by 4,500 in the Hunter or 1.4 per cent. This was in line with the 
NSW trend, where employment rose 1.8 per cent (3-month moving 
average). In the Hunter full-time jobs grew, with growth strongest for 
males, and male part-time employment contracted. 
By contrast, in NSW, while both full-time and part-time jobs grew, 
part-time growth was stronger, particularly for males. Full-time 
jobs also replaced part-time jobs for males over the year-to-June 
within the Hunter. The Hunter has had much stronger full-time jobs 
growth than NSW, 6.8 per cent compared to 1.1 per cent over the 
year to June. However, this growth has been offset by part-time job 
losses within the region. Stronger overall jobs growth will assist in 
underpinning the region’s consumption and performance outlook. 
Indications of greater hiring intentions amongst firms suggest that 
employment growth may continue.

The March quarter GDP result showed a weakening of the Australian 
economy, as annual growth slowed to 1.7 per cent from the 2.4 
per cent recorded in December 2016. Falls in net exports and 
housing investment weighed-in. Contributions to growth came 
from the services sector in areas such as finance, health care and 
social services. Household consumption grew despite weaker retail 
spending, driven up by increases in non-discretionary spending such 
as on electricity, gas, insurance and fuel. The household savings 
ratio meanwhile fell in the March quarter from 5.1 per cent to a 
decade low of 4.7 per cent, which supported consumption. 
Meanwhile the global economic backdrop has improved: the June 
quarter posted growth results for many leading economies, with 
notable improvement in the eurozone. China’s GDP has maintained 
its annual growth rate at 6.9 per cent, although analysts do not 
expect this momentum to be sustained.

The Hunter region’s unemployment rate fell slightly to 5.1 per cent 
(3-month moving average) from 5.5 in March 2017, above the state 
average of 4.6 per cent. The NSW and Australian unemployment 
rates also fell over the quarter. The youth unemployment rate was 
10.8 per cent in June (3-month moving average), more than double 
the overall Hunter unemployment rate. It has, however, virtually 
halved from the November 2014 peak of 19.4 per cent. 
The youth unemployment rate is historically higher than the overall 
rate. It is more responsive to underlying labour market conditions, 
particularly in contractionary phases. This reflects that young people 
are often in part-time or casual employment. They may have had 
less opportunity to acquire qualifications or build relevant skills given 
their shorter employment history. Nationally youth underemployment 
rates remain at record highs and over two-and-a-half times the 
underemployment rate for the remaining age groups. 

EMPLOYMENT 
3-month moving average

UNEMPLOYMENT RATES 
3-month moving average
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The Hunter’s median house price declined by 2.4 per cent over the 
quarter, slowing the annual growth rate to 6 per cent from June in 
2016, just below the five year average. Newcastle local government 
area (LGA) led the pack, growing 4 per cent over the quarter, and 
13 per cent over the year. Prices declined by 2 per cent in the 
quarter in Lake Macquarie LGA, but rose by 10 per cent over the 
year. Across the Hunter Balance prices fell by 5 per cent over the 
quarter, driven by falls in median house prices in Dungog, Port 
Stephens and Singleton LGAs. 
Nationally housing market sentiment softened in the June quarter. 
While first home buyers were more active, investment activity 
dampened following the tightening of prudential regulations. 
Property analysts are anticipating slower price growth in all states in 
the next one to two years, with the exception of Western Australia. 
Recent results are, however, showing renewed price growth, 
particularly in Melbourne, for July. 

HRF Centre continues to monitor the region’s building approvals, 
given this is a forward indicator of construction activity across the 
region, which has been waning nationally. New Hunter housing 
approval numbers fell 6 per cent over the year to May, while total 
residential approvals (including medium/high density residential) 
declined 14 per cent. NSW-wide, new housing approvals declined 4 
per cent over the same period, as did the total number of residential 
approvals. The four-quarter rolling value of Hunter non-residential 
and residential investment has remained steady since March, at $2.2 
billion, still above the Region’s annual average for the last five years 
($1.8 billion p.a.). 
Falling approval numbers nationally since mid-2016 suggest that 
growth in the residential construction sector has peaked, having 
supported GDP growth over the past few years. Nationally, the 
adverse impact of the fall in residential building on growth will be 
softened by an increase in the value of non-residential building, 
which rose 4.6 per cent in May.
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NEW HOUSING APPROVALS 
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MEDIAN HOUSE PRICES 
Prices indexed to equal 100 at December 2011

House prices
mixed results

Pipeline of residential construction
a blip or a trend?

Research indicates that youth who participate in vocational education 
and training (VET) achieve better long-term employment outcomes than 
those who have not participated in accredited post-school education 
and training. Apprenticeships are a key part of the national approach 
to skills development for young Australians. However, data on Hunter 
completions for 15 to 24 year olds shows a 24 per cent decline since 
early 2012, a trend which is consistent with NSW overall (-27%). 
Examination of Hunter youth apprentice and trainee numbers by 
industry indicate that a decline has occurred across most sectors, 
with the greatest falls in manufacturing, retail, other services and 
hospitality. Apprentice numbers are closely linked to economy-wide 
shifts in employment, but advocates have called for measures 
to increase industry provision of such opportunities. The Federal 
Government announced a Skilling Australians Fund in the May 
Budget, with an estimated $1.5 billion over four years to prioritise 
spending towards apprenticeships and traineeships.

COMPLETIONS, YOUTH APPRENTICES AND TRAINEES 
aged 15-24 years
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Long-term business confidence rebounded in the June quarter, 
while short-term confidence was stable at an elevated level; both 
above long-term averages. Business performance remained strong 
in the June quarter, heading back to almost pre-GFC levels, well 
above 2013-14 lows. The majority of Hunter businesses reported 
satisfactory or better profitability for the quarter ending in June. 
Further evidence of a sustained recovery in business sentiment 
and performance was provided by improved levels of trading, and 
capacity utilisation above long-term averages. Forward indicators, 
including hiring intentions, capital expenditure and expectations of 
future orders, were also above long-term averages. 
Consistent with the Hunter, national business performance remains 
strong with improved profit outcomes and winding back of spare 
capacity. Nationally capital expenditure intentions have improved, 
although the outlook for non-mining investment remains subdued in 
official data.
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BUSINESS PERFORMANCE AND CONFIDENCE 
<0 = worsening and >0 = improving

Business performance
sustained recovery

Business and household optimism regarding the performance of 
the Hunter economy over the long-term continues in mid 2017, 
with measures above their readings a year ago. Household 
confidence generally sits below business confidence, although the 
gap has widened in the June quarter. Hunter businesses’ long-
term confidence reverted back to the December 2016 high, and 
the 3-month measure stayed stable, both well above the 2014-15 
lows. Household confidence in the regional economy softened in 
June relative to March. Optimists still outnumber pessimists in the 
12-month outlook. However pessimists now slightly outnumber 
optimists in household expectations for the region over the coming 
quarter – the downward trend suggesting the boost to confidence 
seen late last year was short-lived. Continued improvement in labour 
market conditions is likely to provide further reason for optimism, and 
may help to stabilise risks of weak wage growth, high household debt 
and declining housing construction. 

12-MONTH REGIONAL OUTLOOK 
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Regional outlook
households and businesses diverge

Households’ expectations regarding personal finances in the next 
12 months, a leading indicator of consumer spending, held relatively 
steady in June, slightly above long-term averages. Expectations of 
personal finances over the next three months softened, although 
the series has been trending upward since early 2016, and the June 
reading is above the long-term averages. Household spending over 
the last three months stayed relatively stable, as did consumers’ 
predictions of their spending patterns over the near term. Both series 
are below long-term averages and markedly subdued relative to pre 
GFC readings, consistent with national data. 
This sluggishness sits in contrast to the sustained upward trend 
in business profitability within the region. Nationally, lacklustre 
consumer spending remains a drag on growth. Weak wage 
growth and high household debt are likely to continue to constrain 
expenditure. Any further softening of the residential market will 
represent a further hurdle to more buoyant consumer sentiment and 
behaviour.
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