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• Real GDP picked up in the June quarter driven by exports, 
public investment and household expenditure

• Labour market performance provides reason for optimism 
- unemployment rate lower in June and strengthening jobs 
growth, with full-time employment trending up

•  Household income growth remains subdued, with 
historically low wage growth and high household debt

Australian coal prices

2017* 2016*
$85.67$56.23

* June - USD per metric tonne (thermal)

4.1%

JOBS

Unemployment

2016*
7.1%

2017*
* March

Residential dwellings 

2016*
$370,688

2017*
$337,989

* June quarter - median prices

New house approvals

8683
2016* 2017*
* June - annualised

0.03 0.14
* June  -1 = worse ranging to +1 = better

2017*2016*

Consumer spending -
previous 3 months

0.21 0.27
2017*2016*

* June   -1 = worse ranging to +1 = better

Business confidence

UPPER HUNTER REGION
ECONOMIC INDICATORS JAN-JUNE 2017

newcastle.edu.au/hrfc

• Housing market sentiment softened noticeably, 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. Greater hiring 
intentions provide reason for optimism

National economy - Positive signals 

Upper Hunter economy - Optimism continues
• Jobs growth in Hunter Balance outpaced NSW; unemployment 

rates stayed steady, with overall rate below NSW
•  House price growth improved, with stronger growth in median 

house prices amongst Upper Hunter LGAs than the Hunter 
region. New housing approvals steady at lower levels

• Business performance and confidence measures 
improved across the board and forward indicators suggest 
further improvement

•  Household spending, which has recovered from 2015 
low, softened slightly as did household predictions of long-term 
finances. Both series have been trending downward since late 
2011 peaks 

• Renewed regional confidence: business and household 
confidence stayed steady at elevated levels, and above  
2014-15 lows.
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In the six months to July, employment numbers increased by 5,000 in 
the Hunter Balance* (3-month moving average). Since January 2017 
employment in the Hunter Balance has risen by 4 per cent compared 
to 1.7 per cent in NSW, while employment has stayed relatively flat 
in the Hunter. Total employment is 1.3 per cent below the peak of 
late 2013. In the six-months to July 2017 there has been growth for 
both males and females in full-time and part-time jobs in the Hunter 
Balance, with stronger part-time growth overall than NSW and the 
Hunter. Increased mine activity within the Upper Hunter is no doubt 
playing into this positive result. Higher commodity prices since late 
last year have prompted renewed activity within the region’s mining 
sector, with several mines having re-opened and expansion projects 
recently approved. The latest Business Pulse suggests that firms’ 
hiring intentions are improving. Stronger overall jobs growth will 
assist in underpinning the region’s consumption and performance 
outlook.      

The national economy has shown positive signals with stronger 
employment growth, a pick-up in GDP and improving investment 
data. Real GDP grew by 0.8 per cent, representing a bounce 
back from the March quarter. Growth was assisted by exports and 
public expenditure, in the form of infrastructure spending. While the 
household sector remained a key contributor, wages growth is at 
record lows and will likely provide a constraint on any further stimulus 
from household spending. Non-dwelling construction remained 
weak, although the labour market has added full-time jobs, and the 
unemployment rate has fallen. Thermal coal prices have softened 
from the November 2016 peak, although values are above their 
five-year averages. Meanwhile the global economic backdrop has 
improved: the June quarter posted growth results for many leading 
economies. China’s GDP has maintained its annual growth rate at 
6.9 per cent, although this momentum may not be sustained.

In the first quarter of 2017 the Upper Hunter unemployment rate 
stayed relatively steady (4.1%) and below the rate for the Hunter 
(5.4%) and NSW (5.1%). Muswellbrook’s unemployment rate 
has experienced a particularly rapid decline in 2016 and is now 
5.9 per cent, well below the 10.3 per cent recorded a year prior. 
Unemployment rates are 3.5 per cent in Singleton and 3 per 
cent in the Upper Hunter Shire. These results are consistent with 
renewed employment growth following the wind-back in mining 
capital expenditure. Growth is driven, in part, by higher commodity 
prices, and associated renewed mine activity, since August last 
year. Data from the 2016 Census, however, also points to relatively 
low population growth and higher numbers of unoccupied dwellings 
within Upper Hunter LGAs, suggesting that out-migration may have 
contributed to lower rates of unemployment. Likewise the labour 
force participation rate in the Hunter Balance* also remains below 
that of NSW and Australia in the June quarter. 
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National economy
Positive signals

Hunter employment
Jobs growth

Unemployment
Steady below the Hunter and NSW

Upper Hunter Region includes Singleton, Muswellbrook and Upper Hunter Shire Local Government Areas (LGAs)

Source: ABS Labour Force Statistics; HRF Centre
3-month moving average, July

Source: Dept. of Employment, SALM; HRF Centre 
3-month moving average, March

Source: HRF Centre; Reserve Bank of Australia; Indexmundi
* Seasonally adjusted, June
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The Upper Hunter region’s median house price improved in the 
six months to June, growing by 5.4 per cent compared to 4.5 per 
cent in the Hunter. Year-on-year, Muswellbrook LGA’s percentage 
improvement was particularly strong, followed by Singleton, both 
outpacing growth in the Hunter overall. Data on median rents on 
three-bedroom houses reveal that rental prices have also risen 
moderately since late last year, particularly in Singleton and the 
Upper Hunter LGAs. This follows a fall in rental prices across the 
Upper Hunter region starting in late 2012 until late 2015. While the 
dynamics created by decreased mining sector activity are still at 
play within the region, as evidenced by higher rates of unoccupied 
dwellings, increases in rents and house prices suggest that 
the market may have reached an equilibrium and is improving. 
Nationally housing market sentiment softened in the June quarter. 
Analysts are anticipating slower price growth in the next one-to-two 
years in most Australian states. 
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HOUSE PRICES Residential market
Welcome improvement

In the first half of 2017 numbers of residential housing approvals 
stayed relatively steady at a level well below long-term averages. 
Residential approvals in the Upper Hunter declined sharply from 
late 2013 to late 2015. The annualised number of approvals in 
December 2015 was approximately one quarter of the figure in 
December 2013, and have remained at this level over the last year-
and-a-half.  
Meanwhile forward indicators of construction activity have slowed 
in the Hunter and across NSW. Approvals for new housing in the 
Hunter fell by 3 per cent over the year to June. Total residential 
approvals (including medium/high density residential) fell by 7 per 
cent. NSW wide, new housing approvals declined by 2 per cent 
over the same period. 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.
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NEW HOUSING APPROVALS Residential construction
Steady at lower level

* Hunter Balance includes Upper Hunter Region plus Cessnock, Maitland, Port Stephens and Dungog LGAs

Source: ABS Building Approvals; HRF Centre 
Number annualised, June

Source: HRF Centre; REINSW 
Median house prices, June

Small and medium-sized Australian businesses that adopt and 
integrate information and communication technologies (ICT) 
generate more revenue and jobs, and are more likely to be exporting 
(Office of Chief Economist, 2016). In 2017 Upper Hunter businesses 
continue to trail their Hunter counterparts. They are less likely to have 
a dedicated and mobile-optimised website, take orders and accept 
payments for goods and services online. Upper Hunter businesses 
are more likely than their Hunter counterparts to cite not enough 
staff resources, or lack of knowledge and expertise as the main 
barrier to having a dedicated website. Marketing via social networks, 
developing a web-presence and cloud-based solutions are the most 
common areas where Upper Hunter businesses would like more 
know-how. The share of Upper Hunter businesses citing that they did 
not need to improve their knowledge of ICT has fallen however, from 
45 per cent in 2015 to 20 per cent in 2017.
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Source: HRF Centre’s Upper Hunter Pulse Business Surveys
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Business performance and confidence continued to improve in the 
first half of 2017. Business profits (last 3 months) jumped in June 
2017. The share of businesses recording profitability as ‘good’ or 
‘very good’ continues to outnumber those recording profitability as 
‘poor’ or ‘very poor’. Forward orders and employment for the quarter 
had also significantly improved on the lows of December 2014. 
Forward indicators were uniformly positive and had improved in 
the first half of 2017. Hiring intentions, expectations of profits and 
trading, forward orders, and overtime are all trending upward. Capital 
expenditure intentions (next 12 months) were the best they had been 
since June 2012. Short-term and long-term measures of business 
confidence have been trending upward since December 2014. 
These results likely reflect increases in commodity prices lifting the 
region’s mining sector and associated supply chain. Business sector 
sentiment and confidence were, however, also buoyant across the 
broader Hunter region in the June quarter.
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BUSINESS OUTLOOK AND CONFIDENCE
Business performance
Sustained improvement

Renewed optimism in the Hunter economy continues amongst Upper 
Hunter businesses and residents in the first half of 2017. Long-
term business and consumer confidence remain above the lows 
experienced for much of 2013 to early 2015, when the wind-back 
in the mining sector reduced business and consumer confidence 
and activity. Businesses’ expectations for the regional economy 
over the longer-term have stayed steady in the six months to June. 
Confidence in the last two readings is at its highest level since 
December 2009. Household confidence in the regional economy over 
the longer-term improved. It is at its highest reading since December 
2010, during the mining investment boom. Renewed confidence is 
likely, in part, a result of higher coal prices sustained over the first half 
of the year (below the November 2016 peak), boosting Upper Hunter 
mining sector activity and employment. Continued improvement in 
labour market may counteract subdued consumer sentiment and the 
still weak construction outlook.

12-MONTH REGIONAL OUTLOOK
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Regional outlook
Optimism continues

Source: HRF Centre’s Upper Hunter Pulse Business Surveys
<0 = worsening  |  >0 = improving, June

Source: HRF Centre’s Upper Hunter Pulse Surveys
<0 = worsening  |  >0 = improving

Households’ expectations regarding personal finances in the next 
12 months, a leading indicator of consumer spending, softened 
slightly in June. While above the lows of mid-2015, the series is 
below the five-year June average and has been trending downward 
since 2011 during the mining investment boom. Consumer spending 
(last 3 months) and consumer’s predictions of their spending over 
the next 3 months also softened in June but both are well above 
the lows of mid 2015. Nationally, consumer confidence has been 
idling and consumer spending remains subdued relative to pre-
Global Financial Crisis. Weak wage growth has seen already heavily 
indebted households dip into savings to spend. Nationally, reduced 
wealth effects, associated with any further softening of the residential 
housing market, will represent a further hurdle to more buoyant 
consumer sentiment and behaviour. Alternatively, an improvement in 
the labour market and median house prices within the Upper Hunter 
will likely boost local consumer activity.

HOUSEHOLD FINANCE AND SPENDING 

-0.2

-0.1

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4 Financial circumstances 
12 months

Consumer spending 
last 3 months

20172016201520142013201220112010

Consumer activity
Some improvements but relatively subdued

Source: HRF Centre’s Upper Hunter Pulse Household Surveys
<0 = worsening  |  >0 = improving, June


