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NATIONAL ECONOMY... SLOWER GROWTH
• National economic growth has increased due to slow improvement in non-mining sectors of the economy 

and a fall in unemployment.
• Sectoral improvement has been underpinned by sustained low interest rates and a lower Aussie dollar (A$).
• The A$ has fallen 24 per cent over the past year (8 per cent fall since March), making our exports more 

price-competitive and assisting in the economy’s re-balancing.
•  However, a weakening Chinese economy is an economic headwind for the Region and the Nation.

UPPER HUNTER ECONOMY...WEATHERING THE ECONOMIC STORM
• Some early signs of stabilising in the labour market, though unemployment rate may still rise.
• Housing market remains very weak, and business conditions have been poor across most industries, but 

expectations have improved. 
• Opportunities for economic diversification in sectors that can take advantage of falling A$, but Upper 

Hunter businesses need to be able to engage more fully in the global digital economy.
• Household finances remain positive, underpinning consumer demand.

** Upper Hunter Region includes Singleton, Muswellbrook and Upper Hunter Shire Local Government Areas (LGAs) 
* Hunter Balance includes Upper Hunter Region plus Cessnock, Maitland, Port Stephens and Dungog LGAs
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Following sustained falls from the mining-related peak of late 
2013, employment numbers in the Hunter Balance* appear to have 
stabilised since mid-2014, consistent with the slow transition to non-
mining investment evident elsewhere in the economy. At July 2015 
the number employed had returned to about the level of mid-2010, 
suggesting a return towards long-term trend level if the transition 
is sustained. Data for the three Upper Hunter Local Government 
Areas (LGAs) from the Small Area Labour Markets (SALM) quarterly 
survey, current only up to March 2015, indicate that the areas 
closest to the mining industry may be lagging the rest of the Hunter 
Balance*. However, HRF’s UPPER HUNTERPulse Business Survey 
suggests that some improvement may be expected over the next 
12 months, provided non-mining investment starts to pick up, in the 
absence of further shocks to the regional economy.

The pace of national economic growth continues to slow in the 
face of further falls in resource prices and slow transition to non-
mining investment. 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 $A is 
rapidly returning to an historical relationship to the TWI, making 
our exporters 24% more competitive than 12 months ago, with 
the likelihood of further correction. The inflationary impact on 
imported goods has not been severe, allowing the Reserve Bank 
of Australia (RBA) to maintain interest rates at record low levels. 
This has supported the beginnings of non-mining investment, now 
evident beyond the housing sector. There is 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 in the broader Hunter Balance* is showing 
some signs of stabilising, reflecting the improvement in the labour 
market, although to a lesser extent than in the Lower Hunter and 
the State. However, the SALM March 2015 data indicate that the rate 
may rise further in the three Upper Hunter LGAs before the slow 
turnaround in the labour market there flows through to unemployed 
job seekers, as improving prospects attract new entrants and the 
annual crop of school leavers joins the pool. The level of youth 
unemployment in the Hunter Balance* remains at an unacceptably 
high level, underlining the need for ongoing efforts to support 
young people in acquiring job-related skills, and the need for 
diversification in the Upper Hunter economy to assist the transition 
to a post-mining future over the coming decades.
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To date, the transition from mining to non-mining investment 
in the national economy has been slow outside the residential 
construction sector. However, the most recent data show growth 
more broadly, stimulated by the falling $A, particularly in exports 
of professional services, (in-bound) tourism, agriculture and 
manufacturing. Recovery in the Upper Hunter economy has 
been even slower than nationally, in the absence of investment in 
new housing, but in June 2015 there are further early signs that 
the worst of the economic decline may be over, with business 
expectations for the next three to 12 months stable or improving 
a little on balance. Planned investment (capital expenditure) 
by Upper Hunter businesses shows signs of returning to trend. 
While sales and orders remain the major constraint on output, 
business expectations for the regional economy also showed 
improvement in June 2015 for the first time in 18 months.

Upper Hunter dwelling approval numbers have been closely 
linked to the resources investment cycle, slumping in the wake 
of the downturn and arguably the emigration of some more 
mobile segments of the workforce. This leading indicator is 
in marked contrast to the rest of the Hunter, and the State, 
where the residential construction industry is doing the ‘heavy 
lifting’ of transition to non-mining investment. Interest rates and 
unemployment have similar influences on the property market, 
with rising unemployment in the Upper Hunter Region significantly 
dampening the stimulatory effect of sustained low interest rates. 
The real estate market remains soft, with rental and sale prices still 
declining. The real value of non-residential approvals also weakened, 
although not to the same extent as housing (not shown), indicating 
that signs of improvement in the Upper Hunter economy are being 
generated by industry sectors other than construction.

In June 2015, dependence on mining remained at moderate to 
high levels across all industry sectors in the Upper Hunter, with 
the notable exception of agriculture. The data suggest that 
Upper Hunter businesses that are weathering the economic 
storm are adapting to the ‘new normal’ of lower input costs in 
the mining sector rather than diversifying their own customer 
base. This is consistent with the reported decline, on balance 
in the prior 3 months, of business profitability and trading 
conditions in each UPPER HUNTERPulse reading since mid-2013, 
again with the exception of agriculture, where business incomes 
have risen in the region and across the nation. 

HOUSING APPROVALS - NUMBER ANNUALISED

UPPER HUNTER BUSINESS PERFORMANCE
<0 = WORSENING & >0 = IMPROVING

UPPER HUNTER BUSINESS DEPENDENCE ON MINING
INDUSTRY AVERAGE SCORES
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There is still significant downside risk to the national economy 
from the global slowdown, particularly in China, and this is 
magnified for the mining-dependent Upper Hunter economy. 
However, the overall outlook in the Upper Hunter in June 2015 
has not deteriorated further. At the national and State level 
employment is rising, and unemployment rates have stabilised, 
while non-mining investment beyond the housing sector is 
increasing, supported by the falling $A. In the Upper Hunter, 
the labour market remains soft but there are some signs of 
improvement over the medium-term; residential investment is 
very weak, but there are prospects for increased investment in 
other non-mining sectors. Importantly, businesses on balance 
expect some improvement in their own performance, as well as  
in the regional economy, and residents’ expectations for their own 
financial circumstances remain positive, underpinning potential 
consumer demand in the ongoing low-interest-rate context.

UPPER HUNTER RESIDENTS USE OF THE INTERNET

12-MONTH ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL OUTLOOK
<0 = WORSENING & >0 = IMPROVING

In marked contrast to businesses, Upper Hunter residents’ use 
of the internet is now equal to or greater than that of residents 
across the Hunter Region, and is rapidly catching up to the 
rest of Australia. Internet use by Upper Hunter residents for 
essential activities like personal banking and buying goods and 
services has increased rapidly since 2009. Almost three-quarters 
of residents now buy goods and services online, and almost 
as many use the internet for personal banking. However the 
greatest increase has been in accessing social media, doubling 
from one in three residents in 2009 to almost two in three 
in 2015. These changes reinforce the need for Upper Hunter 
businesses to provide a broad and integrated online presence, 
which supplements a website with a presence on social media 
platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn.

In our globally-connected, online economy, businesses that lack a 
website or online presence are setting themselves up to fail. While 
95% of Upper Hunter businesses report they are connected to 
internet, the growth in Upper Hunter businesses having a website 
has been slow. In June 2015, only 60% of Upper Hunter businesses 
surveyed had a website, compared with over 70% in the Hunter 
Region. Growth in advertising their products online has lagged even 
further behind the Hunter Region, and lags the nation. Only half 
of Upper Hunter businesses now advertise online compared with 
two-thirds in the Hunter Region. Opportunities for capacity-building 
exist to address the lack of expertise and resources, nominated as 
the reason for not advertising online by half the businesses that 
currently do not. Concerns about security have eased significantly, 
but broadband reliability reportedly remains a constraint in the 
absence of National Broadband Network connection. 

UPPER HUNTER BUSINESSES  
ADVERTISING PRODUCTS ONLINE

0

20

40

60

80

No websiteNoYes

%
2015201320112009

Source: HRF’s UPPER HUNTERpulse Business Surveys

0.0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

Business performance

Household finances

JunJunJunJunJunJunJun
2015201420132012201120102009

Source: HRF’s UPPER HUNTERpulse Business Surveys

0

20

40

60

80

100

Accessing 
social media

BankingBuying goods 
and services

%
2015201320112009

Source: HRF’s UPPER HUNTERpulse Business Surveys

MAIN HEADING 
sub heading

BUSINESS ICT USE  
hindered

RESIDENTS ICT USE  
leading the Hunter

REGIONAL OUTLOOK
less pessimistic


