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UPPER HUNTER REGION
ECONOMIC INDICATORS

WOMEN RUNNING

46%44%
2013* 2019*
* Upper Hunter

BUSINESSES

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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BUSINESS CONFIDENCE
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* June, -1 = worse  +1 = better

next 12

0.19 0.14
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2019*2018*

CONSUMER SPENDING 
last three

months

• Gross Domestic Product – growth was again softer than 
expected in March and June quarters. The Australian economy’s 
annual growth returns to levels not seen since the GFC. 

• Labour market – job growth has remained solid, with some 
evidence that the unemployment rate may have reached a 
trough and is starting to rise again. 

• Business conditions – weakened significantly, business 
confidence was impacted more moderately.

• Housing market – downward momentum appears to be 
slowing in Sydney and Melbourne. Declines are however more 
widespread and extending to regional Australia.

• Internationally – growth in key trading partners slowed in 
the first half of 2019. Emerging markets are under pressure.

NATIONAL ECONOMY - GROWTH SLOWS 

UPPER HUNTER ECONOMY - MIXED RESULTS
• Employment  – rose in the Hunter Balance, with its rate of 

growth above NSW. The unemployment rate declined slightly, 
to just above the state but below the wider Hunter region.

• Median house prices – across the Upper Hunter fell by three 
per cent. A decline in both Singleton and Muswellbrook Local 
Government Areas, with a rebound in the Upper Hunter LGA. 

• Business performance and confidence – softened further 
following declines over 2018. 

• Household spending – softened, above the lows of 2014-15, 
but well below pre-GFC readings. 

• Business and household confidence – in the region softened 
sharply for both businesses and households.
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From January 2019 to July 2019, employment numbers rose by 
7,600 (3-month moving average) in the Hunter Balance*, the ABS 
Labour Force survey indicates. Since January 2019, employment in 
the Hunter Balance has increased by 5.8 per cent, compared to 2.2 
per cent growth in NSW. Employment in the wider Hunter region 
has risen 5.4 per cent since January. Total employment has been 
climbing in the Hunter Balance from late last year to early this 
year, having fallen from a September 2018 peak. 

Over the six-month period, female employment growth was 
stronger than male, and part-time jobs growth stronger than full-
time. Part-time job growth has also been more pronounced than 
full-time job growth within the broader Hunter over the last six 
months. Employment grew by 2.4 per cent in the Hunter Balance 
over the year. This had slowed from 6.2 per cent the year prior, a 
rate well above the Hunter overall and NSW. 

Although Gross Domestic Product (GDP) lifted slightly in the last 
quarter, the Australian economy is now growing at the same rate, 
on an annual basis, as during the Global Financial Crisis. Despite 
recent tax incentives, consumer spending has slowed once more, 
as has private business investment. Retail sales have flat-lined. 
On the other hand, Federal Government spending continues to 
buttress GDP. To aid the domestic economy, the Reserve Bank of 
Australia has cut rates twice since December last year. Cuts have 
helped to weaken the Australian dollar and boost exports. 

International economic conditions continue to be uncertain. 
Following a series of tariff hikes, industrial production in the 
United States has regressed. Many other advanced economies, 
such as Germany, face increased recession risks. As a result, 
policymakers within leading Central Banks have kept interest 
rates at record-low levels. They have also recommended that 
governments increase their spending to offset global headwinds. 

In March 2019 the Upper Hunter’s unemployment rate (4-quarter 
moving average) was at 4.9 per cent, a slight decline from December 
at 5.2 per cent. It remains below the rate for the Hunter (5.3%) and 
just above that of NSW (4.5%). Rates declined slightly across all 
three Upper Hunter LGAs. Muswellbrook’s unemployment rate is 
currently at 7.1 per cent. Unemployment rates are 4.2 per cent in 
Singleton and 3.4 per cent in the Upper Hunter Shire. 

The Hunter Balance’s labour force participation rate moved 
upward in the first half of 2019. That will be offsetting the 
impacts of recent employment growth on the unemployment 
rate. Although GDP growth has moderated nationally and 
internationally, jobs have grown. However recent data on hiring 
intentions and vacancies suggests that future job growth may 
slow. Our latest Upper Hunter data points to weakening hiring 
intentions of businesses in the region.

EMPLOYMENT*

REGIONAL UNEMPLOYMENT RATES
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Median house prices across the Upper Hunter declined by 2.7 per 
cent in the first half of 2019 (falling 4% over the year). Declines 
were led by Singleton where prices fell 6.4 per cent in six months 
and 3 per cent over the year. Prices in Muswellbrook fell by 2 per 
cent in the first half of 2019 but were stable over the year. House 
prices in the Upper Hunter rebounded by 11.7 per cent over the 
six-month period, following a pronounced decline in the second 
half of 2018. Sale volumes continue to be elevated in Singleton 
and Muswellbrook LGAs, particularly relative to the lows of 2014-15. 

In the Lower Hunter, prices had fallen 6 per cent over the year, with 
falls most pronounced in LGAs of Port Stephens, Newcastle and 
Maitland. Nationally house price falls in Sydney and Melbourne 
appear to be moderating. Sale volumes are still low, but there are 
signs of some stabilisation in house prices. 

MEDIAN HOUSE PRICES 

HOUSE PRICES
MIXED RESULTS

Upper Hunter region’s new housing approvals (annual sum) have 
continued to grow very strongly over the year, increasing by 12 
per cent. This growth was above that of the Hunter and NSW. New 
housing approvals in the Hunter declined by 4 per cent over the year 
and declined by 9 per cent in NSW. Approvals for new houses grew 
by a very strong 27 per cent in Singleton over the year and by 17 
per cent In Muswellbrook. In the Upper Hunter Shire, however, new 
housing approvals declined by 36 per cent and are at low volumes. 
The pipeline of residential and non-residential approvals stands at 
$95 million, summed over the year.

Median rents on three-bedroom houses have grown in all three 
Upper Hunter LGAs in the year to June 2019. Growth has been 
strongest in Singleton (8.7 per cent), followed by Upper Hunter (6.7 
per cent) and Muswellbrook (5.1 per cent). The 2018-19 growth in 
median rents for Muswellbrook has slowed from the very strong 
growth in rents observed a year prior.

NEW HOUSING APPROVALS*

The HRF Centre has been recording the gender of the business 
owners and decision makers, interviewed as part of its Business 
Pulse, since December 2013. The female share of operators has 
grown a little over that time from 44 per cent to 46 per cent in 2019. 

Female-operated Upper Hunter businesses are more likely to be 
in the health and social assistance and the education sectors than 
those operated by men. A greater proportion of women than men 
are running businesses with 11-50 employees within the Upper 
Hunter, in contrast to the national trend. Women are less likely 
than men to be self-employed. Female operated businesses had 
higher levels of trading and slightly higher profitability than those 
operated by men. Businesses operated by women are more likely 
to be exporting than those run by men. In January 2019, 34.9 per 
cent of all business operators were women, increasing 2 per cent 
in just over a year. (Australian Government, 2019)

WOMEN IN BUSINESS
STRONG PERFORMERS

RESIDENTIAL PIPELINE
GROWTH RATE ABOVE HUNTER AND STATE
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Business performance softened further in the six months to June. 
Significantly fewer Upper Hunter businesses, on balance, are now 
reporting that their performance is improving than did a year 
ago. Business performance deteriorated over 2018 following a 
December 2017 high, when performance was back at pre-GFC levels. 
Businesses reported that, on average, last quarter’s forward orders 
had declined. Nationally, forward orders also remain negative and 
well below average. 

Forward looking measures, however, suggest some moderate 
improvement. Long-term and short-term business confidence rose 
moderately, bucking the trend of  2018. Future expectations of capital 
expenditure improved, as did expected forward orders. Yet, Upper 
Hunter businesses are expecting to decrease hiring moderately in 
the next three months. Within the Hunter, and nationally, business 
performance has softened considerably. Performance measures 
are indicating very little growth for businesses in the first half of 
2019.
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BUSINESS PERFORMANCE AND CONFIDENCE

Business and household confidence in the regional economy over 
the next 12 months fell sharply in the first half of 2019. The level of 
business confidence has reverted to its 2015 value, and business 
confidence in the regional economy over the short-term also 
deteriorated. For households, the number of optimists only just 
outweighs the number of pessimists. In the short-term outlook, 
households who are pessimists now outnumber households who 
are optimists. Likely drivers of growing regional uncertainty are 
a softening in global growth projections and thermal coal prices 
trending down in 2019. The dampening of confidence in the 
regional outlook aligns with the Hunter region and the nation. 
On the positive side, the region continues to exhibit low rates of 
unemployment. Jobs growth has been strong and the housing 
approval pipeline remains robust, particularly in Singleton and 
Muswellbrook. Given the expected weakness in the household 
sector, the business sector will have increased importance.

12-MONTH REGIONAL OUTLOOK
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The spending of Upper Hunter households declined, on average, 
in the six months to June. However the measure is still positive, 
with more consumers expecting their spending to improve than 
decline, and the figure is above the five-year average for June. 
Households’ expectations of their financial circumstances in the 
next 12 months rebounded sharply. They are now sitting above the 
five-year average for June, in contrast to late 2019. Expectations of 
consumer spending over the short term (next 3 months) declined, 
but the measure also sits above its long-term average. 

Australia-wide, household consumption growth has remained 
soft in recent months. Nationally, households’ financial sentiment 
has declined over the past year. It is currently below the long-run 
average. Spending growth slowed, noticeably for discretionary 
items including furnishing and household equipment, eating out 
and recreational activities. Retail data has also been soft; new car 
sales remain much lower than a year ago.

CONSUMER SPENDING AND FINANCES
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BUSINESS PERFORMANCE
PACE OF GROWTH SLOWS

CONSUMER ACTIVITY 
SPENDING SOFTENS

REGIONAL OUTLOOK
EXPECTATIONS DAMPEN
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Source: HRF Centre Upper Hunter Pulse Business Surveys 
<0 = worsening and  >0 = improving 
* Figure has been interpolated for June 2015

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

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


