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HUNTER REGION
ECONOMIC INDICATORS

$105.45

THERMAL COAL PRICES

2017*
$74.52

2018*
* US$ per metric ton, May

BUSINESS 

2018*2017*
0.17 0.06

last three
months

* June, -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

JUNE QUARTER 2018
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6.5%

JOBS

UNEMPLOYMENT

2017*
5.2%

2018*
* May

HOUSE PRICES

2017*
5%

Annual growth
$527,191

* June quarter, median price

NEW HOUSING

2,8192,763
2017* 2018*
* March, annualised

APPROVALS

0.17 0.21
* June, -1 = worse  +1 = better

2018*2017*

CONSUMER SPENDING
last three

months

• GDP growth around  3 percent over the year to March - 
above the five-year average of 2.5 per cent. 

• Labour market  jobs growth slowed in the first half of 2018 
relative to strong growth observed in 2017. Mixed results 
are emerging on vacancies - from ABS and other industry 
indexes. There is variation across states and sectors. 

• Housing market momentum slowed in the March quarter, 
cooling most markedly in Sydney and Melbourne.

• Consumer spending remains muted given the slow growth 
in wages and household income growth.

• Business conditions continue at elevated levels. Improved 
profitability is driving strong conditions across industries and 
states. Private business investment weaker than expected.

NATIONAL ECONOMY - SUSTAINED RECOVERY? 

HUNTER ECONOMY - POSITIVE BUT SOFTENING
• Employment growth for the year is strong but below the 

NSW rate in the first half of 2018. The unemployment rate 
rose to 6.5 per cent (3-month moving average), above the 
state average. 

• Housing market - house prices increased moderately, 
although the annual growth rate has slowed; there is 
considerable variation across Local Government Areas (LGAs).

• Household spending - key indicators softened in line with 
five-year averages. They remain well below pre-GFC readings. 

• Business performance and confidence returned to long-
term averages from a decade high. Firms continue to report 
constraints in finding suitable labour. 

• Business and household confidence moderated slightly 
from that recorded in late 2017. 
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Employment continued to grow in the first half of 2018 as 2,400 
jobs (3-month moving average) were added to the Hunter 
economy. The region’s labour market grew 0.8 per cent from 
November to May, on par with NSW as a whole. The region’s 
annual rate of job growth, 2.7 per cent, is above the five-year 
average (1.5%). This result is stronger than a year ago. In the six 
months to May, part-time employment over 2018 has contracted 
(-6.6%). This trend was offset by growth in full-time jobs (4.6%). 
The Hunter’s rate of full-time jobs growth was above NSW, 
where full-time jobs stayed steady (0.5%). Health care and social 
assistance, manufacturing, mining and retail trade made the 
largest contribution to the region’s employment growth over 
the year to May. Job losses, on the other hand, have occurred 
in accommodation and food services, arts and recreation and 
public administration and safety. 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth picked up over the year to the 
March quarter to around 3 per cent. It had averaged around 2.5 per 
cent over the past five years. Growth came from increased exports, 
reflecting the strength of mining exports. Production of coal, iron 
ore and liquefied natural gas showed strong increases. Government 
spending increased and private expenditure on machinery and 
equipment contributed. The quarterly results from the latest 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) private capital expenditure 
survey suggest non-mining investment may be weaker than hoped, 
although growth was strong for the year. Sluggish wage growth 
continues to impact consumer sentiment. The household sector’s 
contribution to GDP growth in March remains disappointing. 
Employment growth in the first part of 2018 has cooled from the 
strong rates seen in 2017. Analysts predict above-trend global 
growth peaking this year; China and US trade relations pose a  
key risk. 

The region’s unemployment rate rose in the six months to May. 
It is now at 6.5 per cent (3-month moving average), up from 4.7 
per cent in November 2017. That is above the NSW-wide rate of 
4.6 per cent in May, the lowest of any Australian state. Both the 
NSW and Hunter rates have risen from their November low, but 
the Hunter’s increase has been stronger. The region’s youth 
unemployment rate had been trending up once again in the 
first half of 2018, and is now at 14.2 per cent. This figure is above 
the NSW-wide rate of 8.9 per cent, which has been trending 
downward since the start of the year. The region’s labour force 
participation rate is now at an historic high (65.2 per cent, 
3-month moving average), and above NSW. Employment growth 
is drawing job-seekers back into the labour force. They are likely 
to contribute to the increase in the region’s unemployment rate. 

EMPLOYMENT

UNEMPLOYMENT RATES
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$ billionsNATIONAL ECONOMY
SUSTAINED RECOVERY?

HUNTER EMPLOYMENT
FULL-TIME JOBS GROWTH CONTINUES

UNEMPLOYMENT
PARTICIPATION AT RECORD HIGH

3-month moving average

3-month moving average

* Chain volume measures 
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Hunter house prices rose marginally in the March quarter to a 
record median price of $527,200. The Newcastle LGA was the key 
driver, growing 2 per cent in the quarter, to record a median 
house price of $632,250. Yearly growth across the region was 5 
per cent, in line with the five-year average, but slowing from the 
year prior. Amongst Lower Hunter LGAs, yearly growth in median 
prices was strong for Newcastle (12% annual growth), Cessnock 
(9%) and Port Stephens (6%). Growth rates were lower but 
positive in Lake Macquarie (4%) and Maitland (3%). In the Upper 
Hunter LGAs, Muswellbrook’s housing market recorded 23 per 
cent price growth. The Upper Hunter recorded 6 per cent growth, 
and Singleton recorded an 11 per cent decline in house prices. 
Nationally, house prices fell for the ninth consecutive month and 
are 1.3 per cent below their peak in September last year.
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MEDIAN HOUSE PRICES 

HOUSE PRICES
LOWER HUNTER - GROWTH SUSTAINED

The Hunter’s growth in new house approvals outpaced NSW in 
the year to March (2.3% growth compared to -1.7% decline state-
wide). However, this figure represents a slowing of the Hunter’s 
annual growth rate, which averaged 5 per cent per year over 
the last five years. Growth in approvals for new houses were 
particularly strong in Lake Macquarie, Cessnock and Dungog 
LGAs. However, new housing approvals declined in Newcastle 
and Port Stephens LGAs. Apartments are, however, growing 
strongly within Newcastle and Lake Macquarie LGAs. Annual 
approvals grew by 56 per cent overall, more than double the 
average annual growth rate for the last five years. The value of 
the pipeline of residential and non-residential approvals still 
stands at $2.4 billion across the region. This figure has stayed 
relatively stable over the year. There is emerging consensus that 
the impetus coming from a national construction boom is over. 
New dwellings have ceased to make a positive contribution to 
GDP for several quarters. 

RESIDENTIAL BUILDING APPROVALS

The exchange rate appreciation, which accompanied the mining 
investment boom, impacted a number of other Australian 
sectors such as tourism and manufacturing. Since the beginning 
of 2014, the Australian dollar has, on average, been 18 per cent 
below the peaks reached in 2013, on a trade-weighted average. 
The lower Australian dollar has supported international tourism 
and made domestic tourism more attractive for Australian 
residents. Annual tourism spending within the Hunter region hit 
$2.6 billion in the year to December 2017. There were over 10.5 
million visitors to the region, up 13 per cent over the year to 
December 2017. This figure compares to a NSW-wide increase of 
3 per cent. Overall tourist expenditure increased by 17 per cent, 
also above NSW (9%). Last year also saw a welcome increase in 
overnight stays and associated expenditure within the region 
(17% growth compared to 11% for NSW). 

TOURISM
REGIONAL BRIGHT SPOT CONTINUES

VISITORS TO THE HUNTER REGION

RESIDENTIAL PIPELINE
APARTMENT GROWTH LEADS THE WAY
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Business confidence moderated in the six months to June, after 
reaching historic highs in December. The region’s business 
performance softened in the first half of 2018 moving back in line 
with long-term averages. However businesses on balance remain 
optimistic. Half of businesses surveyed felt that their performance 
had stayed constant over the last three months, following 
the record highs recorded in December. Capital expenditure 
intentions, increasing steadily since mid-2016, also declined from 
their December peak to their five-year average. Local businesses’ 
long-term and short-term hiring intentions moderated but stayed 
positive. The percentage of firms listing a lack of sales and orders 
as their main business constraint remains below long-term 
averages. As in 2017, finding suitable labour was listed as a main 
business constraint by an above average share of local firms. The 
national outlook for private business investment remains broadly 
positive, although measures are somewhat mixed.
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MAIN FACTOR CONSTRAINING OUTPUT

Household expectations of the regional economy, for the next 
three and 12 months, softened from their December 2017 highs, 
in the six months to June. Households on balance remain 
optimistic about the regional economy. Levels of optimism are 
well above the 2014-15 lows following the wind-back in mining 
investment. Household confidence in the regional economy over 
the next 12 months remains close to the boom-time highs of 
2010. Business confidence in the regional economy stayed steady 
at the renewed highs, back in line with levels experienced in the 
mining investment boom of 2009-10. Likely drivers of regional 
business buoyancy are the rally in global coal prices, resilience 
in the region’s housing market and construction activity, and 
a strong international context. However, the absence of the 
household sector as a driver of growth and weaker wealth effects 
may mean we are witnessing the peak in the regional outlook.

12-MONTH REGIONAL OUTLOOK
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On average, Hunter consumers estimate that their past spending 
declined moderately in the six months to June. The index however 
remains above the five-year average for June. Household 
expectations of their financial circumstances in the next 12 months 
also declined, bringing the index in line with the five-year average. 
This index is a leading indicator of future consumer spending. 
Households continued to constrain their spending, particularly 
relative to pre-GFC values. This trend is amidst rising costs of 
necessities, continuing low wage and household income growth, 
and high levels of household debt. The region’s slowing growth in 
house prices may also be denting confidence in the first part of 
2018. Households previously buoyed by house price appreciation 
may feel less wealthy and reduce their consumption accordingly. 
Even with a softening of growth in consumption in the March 
quarter, household spending grew faster than disposable incomes. 
As a result, the household savings ratio continued its decline and 
is at its lowest level since 2007.

CONSUMER SPENDING AND FINANCES
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BUSINESS PERFORMANCE
POSITIVE BUT SOFTENING

CONSUMER ACTIVITY 
STILL SLUGGISH

REGIONAL OUTLOOK
MODERATING

<0 = worsening and >0 = improving

<0 = worsening and >0 = improving
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