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NATIONAL ECONOMY - SLOWER GROWTH
• National economy remains soft and consumer spending and business investment are sluggish.
• Dollar continues as a silver lining for export-oriented and import-competing industries. 
• Outlook for non-mining investment will be critical. Transition largely led by housing construction and 

investment, underpinned by low interest rates. While commercial construction appears to be slowing, 
there are indications of growth within sectors such as transport infrastructure in the coming year. 

• Jobs growth has been stronger than expected over the past year partly owing to construction and 
the improving export services sector.

• A slowing Chinese economy remains a concern and a downside risk.

HUNTER ECONOMY - CONTRASTING FORCES
• Further signs of stabilising in the Region’s labour market, with steady employment growth and a recent 

fall in the unemployment rate. A continued re-balance in the past year with employment contracting in 
wholesale, finance, and mining industries and expanding in health care, recreation, construction and retail.

• Housing market remains relatively strong but there are early signs that the pace of growth is slowing.
• Business expectations have improved, however firms’ hiring intentions have softened. 
• Household finances remain positive but consumer confidence has fallen.

       NOTE: Change in ABS definition of the Hunter Region and new time series now excludes Gloucester and Great Lakes LGAs.
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The number of people employed continues to improve in the 
Hunter. Numbers (three-month moving average) have risen 4.5 per 
cent (around 12,900 people) since March, after steadily declining 
throughout most of 2014 and the first quarter of 2015. Around 
298,500 people are currently employed throughout the Hunter. 
Since March 2014, NSW-wide employment has also risen, at a 
lower rate of 2.3 per cent (82,200 people), to 3.7 million people 
employed across the State. The recent improvement in the Hunter’s 
employment numbers has been driven by increased employment in 
health and aged care, arts and recreational services and building-
related industries, such as the construction sector, where lower 
interest rates have boosted dwelling investment. Employment has 
contracted in wholesale trade, finance and insurance services and 
mining. 

The pace of national economic growth is soft at just 2 per cent per 
annum. A moderate rebound in non-mining investment has not 
offset the continuing impacts of the mining investment downturn, 
including further falls in resource prices. The $A is rapidly returning 
to an historical relationship to the TWI, making our exporters 20 per 
cent more competitive than 12 months ago. The overvaluation of the 
$A relative to the value of goods we trade, fuelled by the resources 
boom, was a key driver of structural change in the national 
economy. The fall in the $A is benefitting manufacturing, tourism, 
higher education, services, and farming. There is however ongoing 
downside risk to national growth from slower global growth, 
particularly in China, with volatility in financial markets creating 
uncertainty for business investment.

The unemployment rate has continued its fall from a 15-year high 
of 10.3 per cent in March this year to 7.1 per cent (three-month 
moving average) at the end of September. The decline has been 
greater amongst the Hunter’s young people (15-24 year olds), where 
unemployment has fallen from one-in-five people unemployed 
to almost one-in-seven, which may reflect some young people 
giving up searching for work, along with seasonal factors. Rising 
employment and falling unemployment reflects the rebalancing 
of the Hunter economy from mining to non-mining industries. A 
continuation of this trend could see the Region return to the 6-6.5 
per cent unemployment rates it achieved during the pre-mining 
boom period of the mid-2000s. Unemployment also continued to 
decline in NSW as a whole, from a high of 6.5 per cent in March, to 
5.8 per cent at end-September. 

EMPLOYMENT (3-MONTH MOVING AVERAGE)

AUSTRALIAN DOLLAR

UNEMPLOYMENT RATES

0.50

0.65

0.80

0.95

1.10 $A / $US (LHS)

Sep SepSepSepSepSepSep
50

65

80

95

110

$A / TWI (RHS)

Source: RBA, HRF  (TWI = Trade Weighted Index) 

Index$A

2015201420132012201120102009

240

250

260

270

280

290

300

310
Hunter (LHS)

SepSepSepSepSepSep
3,360

3,500

3,640

3,780

3,920

4,060

4,200

4,340

NSW (RHS)

201520142013201220112010

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics

‘000‘000

0

5

10

15

20

NSW

Hunter

Hunter Young People*

SepSepSepSepSepSep
201520142013201220112010

%

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics
* 15-24 year olds

LABOUR MARKET  
recent growth

UNEMPLOYMENT 
signs of improvement?

NATIONAL ECONOMY
subdued



HUNTER RESEARCH Foundation PAGE 3 September Quarter 2015

HUNTER REGION Economic Indicators

The trend of rising housing prices (since mid-2012) has been 
supported by record low interest rates and an improving labour 
market over the past few months. The rate of price growth 
has slowed in the last quarter. As in the previous quarter, price 
outcomes have been better in the Newcastle and Lake Macquarie 
local government areas than in the rest of the Hunter (Hunter 
Balance), where prices have reportedly softened since June. 
While growth in the housing sector in Newcastle and Lake 
Macquarie continues to have positive ripple effects on parts 
of the retail sector, such movements take place in the context 
of tightening credit conditions from main banks and a cooling 
housing market nationally. If the slowing of house price inflation is 
a sustained trend this may discourage developer investment and 
work to slow underlying economic growth into 2016.

Dwelling approvals for the Hunter as a whole – a leading indicator 
of residential investment – have steadied, after some signs of 
recovery in the previous quarter, from the downturn since early 
2014. Over the year to August 2015, 3,409 Hunter dwellings were 
approved to be built, a 12 per cent decrease on the year to August 
2014. In contrast, approvals across NSW continue to set new 
records, reaching almost 61,328 dwellings in the year to August 
2015, 18.8 per cent higher than the corresponding period a year 
prior. 
Again the divergence between Sydney and the Hunter reflects the 
composition of dwellings being approved, and the greater share 
of higher-density housing in Sydney. For NSW, slower growth in 
approvals for dwellings other than detached houses led to some 
slowing in annualised growth from late 2014. Growth rates for such 
dwellings appear to be improving in recent months.

MEDIAN HOUSE PRICES  
(Prices re-indexed to equal 100 at June 2011)

NUMBER OF DWELLING APPROVALS (Per annum)
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Short and long-term business confidence measures have 
improved in the September quarter. Similarly, since June, there 
has been a further slight fall in the Hunter in the number of 
businesses citing lack of sales as their major impediment, which 
reflects improvements in consumer confidence and spending over 
previous quarters. Firms’ hiring intentions remained positive on 
balance, but did not sustain recent rises, suggesting recovery in 
the labour market will continue to be slow.
Nationally, while firms’ capital spending plans outside the 
resources sector did show a slight improvement from earlier 
readings, a substantial increase appears to be some way off. 
The share of Hunter-based firms with plans to increase capital 
expenditure fell slightly from June Quarter but remained above 
2014 levels. The investment climate may be improved by business 
and government innovation, measures to enhance productivity, 
human capital development and entrepreneurship.

BUSINESS PERFORMANCE
mixed expectations
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On balance household’s expectations regarding personal finances, 
and business expectations of the long-term regional economic 
outlook, remain positive in HRF’s September surveys. However the 
share of households who expect their financial circumstances to 
deteriorate has risen.
Short-term and long-term measures of consumer confidence 
(in which pessimists have outnumbered optimists since June 
last year) also fell in the last quarter. There was an increase in 
the share of businesses who expect the regional economy to 
deteriorate rather than improve over the longer term (12 months).
The fall in confidence may reflect the impact of jitters in the global 
economy such as a slowdown in China’s economy, a predicted 
cooling of the local housing market and disappointing results for 
the national growth rate. National readings of confidence since the 
change in Federal leadership have indicated a boost in business 
confidence which may be reflected in the next Hunter survey.

12-MONTH ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL OUTLOOK 
(<0 = worsening and >0 = improving)

HRF’s Future of Hunter Professional Services project explored 
challenges and opportunities to boosting the value of professional 
services locally, with a focus on enabling strategies to support 
stronger regional growth and increase global competitiveness.

 Key challenges identified by local firms:

• Staffing or cultural challenges with difficulties in: acquiring 
and retaining staff, especially senior experienced staff; 
creating and maintaining a positive organisational culture; 
getting the right skill mix, including, staff who are able to 
effectively communicate with clients

• Meeting changing client needs and continuing to add 
value for new or existing clients in the face of increased 
competition

• Keeping costs and prices low in current economic conditions
• Changing regulation and compliance requirements.

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES 
challenges and opportunities
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Opportunities for firms and the broader sector:

• Increased networking through industry bodies and business 
organisation with better representation of the professional 
services industry, and/or regional representation  

• Improved infrastructure including transportation links, 
telecommunications and accommodation

• Coordinated regional promotion of Hunter-based professional 
services firms to improve the perception of the capabilities 
and availability of local firms as a viable alternative to capital 
cities

• Greater collaboration and coordination across industries and 
levels of government to better achieve shared goals and 
objectives for the Region

• Transitioning away from mining and manufacturing, with a 
clear plan and support from all levels of government, to move 
the Region towards a more knowledge-based economy.

Please refer to separate publication for more detailed information.


