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UPPER HUNTER REGION
ECONOMIC INDICATORS

RENTAL PRICES

March 2018*
$318

* Median, three-bedroom separate houses

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
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JOBS

UNEMPLOYMENT
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* March

HOUSE PRICES

2018*
-2%

Annual growth
$362,766

* June quarter, median price

$105.45

THERMAL COAL PRICES

2017*
$74.52

2018*
* US$ per metric ton, May

JOURNEY TO WORK

12%
travel outside 

2016

Upper Hunter
for work

30%
living elsewhere

and working in
 Upper Hunter

0.14 0.19
* June, Index where -1 = worse, +1 = better

2018*2017*

CONSUMER SPENDING 
last three

months

• Real GDP better than expected in the June quarter, growing 
by 3.4 per cent over the year - 12 months to June.

• Labour market performance robust – jobs continue to be 
added to the Australian economy but the rapid pace of full-
time employment growth observed in 2017 has slowed in 2018.

• Housing market - dwelling prices decline nationally over the 
year; mostly recently led by Melbourne and Sydney. 

• Business conditions remain positive but have declined in 
recent months, below the multi-decade highs observed 
earlier in the year.

• Internationally, global economic growth at its highest rate 
since 2011, although growth is becoming less synchronised 
amongst advanced and emerging economies. 

NATIONAL ECONOMY - MIXED SIGNALS 

UPPER HUNTER ECONOMY - SOFTENING BUT RECOVERY HOLDS
• Employment  - jobs added. Above 2013 boom time peak. 

Rate of growth has softened from late 2017. Unemployment 
rate steady below the state and region.

• Median house prices across the Upper Hunter overall stayed 
relatively steady. Rebound in Singleton. Growth in Upper 
Hunter. Muswellbrook shows decline. 

• Business performance and confidence softens but remains 

above long-term averages. Firms report constraints in 
finding suitable labour. 

• Household spending - key indicators stay relatively steady 
and above the lows of 2014-15. Well below pre-GFC readings. 

• Business and households confidence in the region, overall, 
moderates from late 2017 but remain optimistic and well 
above 2013-15 lows.
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In the six months to July, the ABS Labour Force survey indicates 
that employment numbers increased by 1,900 (3-month 
moving average) in the Hunter Balance*. Since January 2018, 
employment in the Hunter Balance has risen by 1.4 per cent 
compared to 1.6 per cent in NSW, while employment has risen 
more sharply in the Hunter overall (3.6%). Total employment in 
the Hunter Balance remains above the peak of September 2013. 
However, the pace of jobs growth has slowed from late last year, 
when jobs grew by 4.6 per cent in the six months to January.

Continuing the trend observed in the second half of 2017, full-
time employment grew strongly in the first half of 2018 (3-month 
moving average), while part-time employment contracted. 
Local hiring intentions remain positive. The recent sustained 
improvement in the thermal coal price bodes well for further 
improvements in employment within the region.

Annual Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth for June quarter of 
3.4 per cent was the fastest since September 2012 (during the 
height of the post-GFC mining boom). Consumer spending fuelled 
the GDP result, growing by 0.7 per cent. Expenditure on both 
discretionary and non-discretionary items increased. However wage 
growth per employee flat-lined (0.1 per cent over the quarter), 
and household spending declined sharply. The household savings 
ratio was at its lowest level since December 2007. Public investment 
remained at elevated levels reflecting continued government 
spending on infrastructure. Prices in the established housing market 
weakened over the past year. Values fell at their fastest annual rate 
since 2012. Analysts are predicting growth to slow in the second half 
of 2018 off the back of more subdued consumer spending, mixed 
confidence and softening of the housing market. Global economic 
growth is at its highest rate since 2011, although growth is becoming 
less synchronised amongst advanced and emerging economies.

In March 2018 the Upper Hunter unemployment rate has 
increased slightly (4.6%), but remains below the rate for the 
Hunter (5.4%) and just below NSW (4.8%). Muswellbrook’s 
unemployment rate stayed steady at a lower rate of 6.6 per cent, 
well below its peak of 12.8 per cent recorded in December 2015. 
Unemployment rates are 4.0 per cent in Singleton and 3.3 per 
cent in the Upper Hunter Shire. These results are consistent 
with renewed employment growth driven in part by higher 
commodity prices and associated renewed mining activity since 
August 2016. The Hunter Balance’s labour force participation 
rate, formerly below the state and Hunter region has been 
trending upward since mid last year. It remains above both 
NSW and Australia at 66 per cent (3-month moving average). 
Nationally, employment growth continues, although the pace of 
growth has slowed since 2017. The national unemployment rate 
sits at 5.2 per cent.
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In the six months to June, median house prices across the Upper 
Hunter overall stayed more or less steady, increasing by less 
than one per cent. Results, however, were mixed across Upper 
Hunter Local Government Areas (LGAs) with gains in Singleton 
and the Upper Hunter Shire, and a fall in Muswellbrook LGA. The 
Singleton and Upper Hunter Shire LGAs both experienced a 6 per 
cent increase in median house prices in the first half of the year. 
For Singleton this uptick is particularly positive given that median 
housing prices in December 2017 were at their lowest levels since 
2011, having fallen from late 2016. In Muswellbrook, prices fell by 
7 per cent over the same period. They are now at similar levels to 
12 months ago ($292,000 in June 2017, compared to $300,000 in 
June 2018). Nationally, prices in the established housing market 
weakened over the past year. Across the Hunter, the median price 
declined in the June quarter, and growth has slowed to 2 per cent 
over the year. 

MEDIAN HOUSE PRICES 

HOUSE PRICES
MIXED RESULTS

In the first quarter of 2018, the median weekly rent for three-
bedroom separate houses in Muswellbrook increased by 4 per 
cent to $290. In that same interval, the median weekly rent for 
three-bedroom separate houses in the Upper Hunter increased 
by 7 per cent to $300. This figure surpassed Muswellbrook, which 
historically has higher rents than the Upper Hunter. Singleton 
maintains its position with the highest median weekly rent at 
$340, despite registering a decrease in rent (-3%). In the last two 
years, the three Upper Hunter LGA’s have registered a small but 
sustained increase in the weekly rent for three-bedroom houses 
in synch with the upward cycle of the mining industry from 2016. 
However, rents are still far from the maximum levels registered 
in 2012-2013 at the peak of the boom. The shorter tenure 
of rentals may be attractive to those entering the region’s 
workforce on short-term or contractual work arrangements.  

RENTAL PRICES

Patterns of journey to work are available from the 2016 Census. 
They give us an indication of whether a local government area is 
a net ‘importer’ or ‘exporter’ of workers. The latest data available 
indicate that Singleton has the highest share of in-commuters 
(as a percentage share of their jobs defined by place of work). 
They are followed by Muswellbrook LGA. There were substantially 
lower rates of in-commuting in the Upper Hunter, which has a 
relatively small jobs pool. Singleton’s share of in-commuters 
is also higher than Newcastle or Maitland LGAs. Almost one-
third of people residing in the Upper Hunter LGA choose to 
work elsewhere, a higher proportion than either Singleton 
(28%) or Muswellbrook (17%). This figure potentially indicates 
its attractiveness as a place to live as opposed to work. By 
comparison, over half of Maitland’s employed residents choose 
to live in Maitland even though they work elsewhere, a rate 
higher than the Newcastle LGA (31%).

JOURNEY TO WORK
PLACE TO ‘WORK’ OR PLACE TO ‘LIVE’

RENTAL PRICES
INCREASING MODERATELY
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Business performance over the last quarter softened in the six-
months to June. This softening follows a December 2017 high, 
when measures of business performance were back at pre-GFC 
levels. In June, business performance remains overwhelmingly 
positive on balance. Thirty-nine per cent of businesses reported 
that performance had improved in the last quarter, and 41 per 
cent reported that performance had stayed steady. Long-term and 
short-term business confidence also softened from the December 
high, when confidence, like performance, was back at pre-GFC 
highs. June’s measures are well above 2013-14 lows and well above 
long-term averages. Other forward indicators, such as capital 
expenditure intentions and expected forward orders, also softened 
but remain above long-term averages. Long-term hiring intentions 
stayed steady at 2010 levels. The number of Upper Hunter firms 
listing labour shortages as their key business constraint has 
increased sharply from June 2014. Almost one in five Upper Hunter 
firms list finding suitable labour as a key business constraint. 

-0.3

-0.2

-0.1

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4 Business confidence 
next 12 months

Capital expenditure 
next 12 months

2017201620152014201320122011

Forward orders
last 3 months

JunJunJunJun JunJunJun
2018
Jun

Index

MAIN FACTOR CONSTRAINING OUTPUT

Business and household confidence in the local economy 
declined from December highs, but both sectors remain optimistic 
on balance, with confidence above long-term averages. Likely 
drivers of regional buoyancy are the continued rally in global 
coal prices, labour and housing market improvements, and a 
strong international economic context. Business confidence and 
household confidence have broadly trended upward together 
since December 2014. However, the gap between the two series 
have widened during the recent recovery period. Households have 
shown more caution in their confidence in the regional economy 
than Upper Hunter businesses. Measures of short-term and 
long-term consumer confidence improved sharply over the year 
from 2015-16 but subsequently stayed steady and more recently 
softened. Nationally and locally, with weakness in the household 
sector as a driver of growth, there is speculation that we may be 
witnessing the peak in the regional outlook. 

12-MONTH REGIONAL OUTLOOK
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Pulse survey results indicate that past spending of Upper Hunter 
households on average stayed relatively steady in the six months 
to June. The index remains positive and above five-year averages. 
Household expectations of their financial circumstances in the next 
12 months also stayed relatively steady, and in line with the five-
year average. This figure is a leading indicator of future consumer 
spending. The household sector has been slower to respond to the 
improved local outlook than the business sector. This tendency is 
consistent with the nation and broader Hunter region. 

Nationally, and across the Upper Hunter region, households report 
continuing constraints to their spending relative to pre-GFC values. 
This response is amidst rising costs of necessities, persistent 
weakness in wage growth and household income growth, and high 
levels of household debt. Further improvement in the region’s the 
labour market may assist in lifting consumer confidence. That will, in 
turn, enhance spending and profitability in the local economy. 

CONSUMER SPENDING AND FINANCES
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BUSINESS PERFORMANCE
SOFTENING FROM DECEMBER HIGHS

CONSUMER ACTIVITY 
POSITIVE AND STEADY

REGIONAL OUTLOOK
OPTIMISM MODERATES
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Source: HRF Centre Upper Hunter Pulse Business Surveys
<0 = worsening and  >0 = improving, June

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

Source: HRF Centre Upper Hunter Pulse Surveys
<0 = worsening and >0 = improving


