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NATIONAL ECONOMY - GROWING UNCERTAINTY
•

•

Gross Domestic Product – growth slowed further in December.
Per-capita GDP has fallen for two consecutive quarters.
Household spending and dwelling investment were weak.
Labour market – job growth still strong, if some slowing from
2017. NSW unemployment rate is at an historic low.

•

Housing market – downward momentum picks up pace,
cooling most markedly in Sydney and Melbourne.
Business conditions – positive but evidence that the business
sector lost some momentum in the second half of 2018.
Internationally – downside risks accumulate in international
markets.

•
•

UPPER HUNTER ECONOMY - RECOVERY SLOWS
•

Employment – fell despite growth in jobs to September
2018. Unemployment rate steady, just above the state but
below the broader Hunter region.
Median house prices – across the Upper Hunter fell by
3 per cent. There was a significant decline in the Upper
Hunter Local Government Area (LGA), but growth in
Singleton and Muswellbrook.

UNEMPLOYMENT

•

Business performance and confidence – soften further from
recovery in late 2017. Remain above long-term averages.
Household spending – past spending has stayed relatively
steady while future household finances showed a decline.
Business and household confidence – in the regional
economy softens again, but businesses and households
remain optimistic, and confidence is well above 2013-15 lows.

•
•
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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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AUSTRALIAN GROSS DOMESTIC PRODUCT (GDP)

NATIONAL ECONOMY
GROWING UNCERTAINTY

Growth in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has slowed once more in
December, following subdued activity in the September quarter.
The Australian economy’s annualised growth has slowed 1 per
cent in the second half of the year. The result was again driven by
soft household spending and a decline in dwelling investment.
Government expenditure on disability, health and aged care services
contributed heavily to the growth that did occur, as did public
infrastructure spending by state and local governments.
International economic conditions remain uncertain. The United
States and China both recently implemented a fresh round of
tariff hikes. Import levels in China and India have slowed, weighing
on trade-exposed economies. China has also imposed import
restrictions on Australian coal, with thermal coal prices declining
slightly. Given the uncertainties, and weak inflationary pressures,
interest rates remain at historic lows (1.5%). Many analysts are
forecasting a potential rate cut in the second half of 2019.
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EMPLOYMENT

JOBS GROWTH SLOWS
MODERATE DECLINES

From June 2018 to February 2019, employment numbers fell
by 3,300 (3-month moving average) in the Hunter Balance*,
the ABS Labour Force survey indicates. Since June 2018
employment in the Hunter Balance has decreased by 2.5 per
cent compared to 1.8 per cent growth in NSW. Employment
has risen more moderately in the Hunter overall (1%). Total
employment in the Hunter Balance peaked in September 2018
at approximately 141,000, 8,700 more jobs than at the miningboom peak in September 2013. However it has subsequently
trended downwards with numbers currently back on par with
the prior 2013 peak. Over the year to February 2019 jobs in the
Hunter balance fell by 1 per cent, in contrast to the Hunter and
NSW where employment grew strongly. The Hunter Balance’s
moderate decline over the year contrasts with job growth a year
prior, when rates were well above those of the Hunter overall
and NSW.
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REGIONAL UNEMPLOYMENT RATES

UNEMPLOYMENT RATES
HOLDING STEADY

In December 2018 the Upper Hunter unemployment rate
(4-quarter moving average) stayed more or less steady from
June, at 5.2 per cent. It remains slightly below the rate for the
Hunter (5.6%) and just above NSW (4.7%). Rates stayed steady
in all three Upper Hunter LGA’s. Muswellbrook’s unemployment
rate is 7.7 per cent, well below its peak of 13.5 per cent, recorded
in December 2015. Unemployment rates are 4.4 per cent in
Singleton and 3.7 per cent in the Upper Hunter Shire. Rates are
trending up very slowly, however, from mid-2017 when they were
at 4.1 per cent. The Hunter Balance’s labour force participation
rate has been trending downward from September last year
(when it peaked at 68 per cent). It is now 64 per cent, below the
participation rates of NSW and the Hunter.
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MEDIAN HOUSE PRICES

HOUSE PRICES
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In the second half of 2018, median house prices across the
Upper Hunter declined by 3 per cent (falling 1% over the year).
Declines were led by Upper Hunter Shire where prices fell 15
per cent in the six months and 11 per cent over the year. Prices
in Muswellbrook, by contrast, rose 2 per cent (3% decline over
the year). House prices in Singleton rose 2 per cent (with a
strong 7% rise annually). Sales volumes have been elevated in
all three Upper Hunter LGAs, particularly relative to the lows of
2014-15. In the Hunter region overall, prices stayed stable in the
latter half of 2018 and over the year. In the second half of 2018
prices in Newcastle LGA declined 2 per cent, Lake Macquarie
LGA rebounded by 3 per cent and Maitland LGA fell 1 per cent.
Nationally house price falls in Sydney and Melbourne have been
ongoing for over 18 months and show no signs of abating.
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RESIDENTIAL PIPELINE
STRONG GROWTH

New housing approvals in the Upper Hunter have grown
very strongly over the year – increasing by almost one-third.
The rise compares to 9 per cent growth annually across the
Hunter region and almost no growth for the state. Approvals
in Singleton, have been steadily rising over the last two years,
almost doubling and back to levels not seen since June 2013.
Upper Hunter approvals are 4 per cent of the Hunter’s total
housing approvals currently, a share well below the Upper
Hunter’s boom-time peak but also below its pre-boom share
of new housing approvals. There has been strong percentage
growth in median rents on a three-bedroom house in
Muswellbrook, where rents have increased by 18 per cent (from
$250 to $295 a week over the year to 2017-18). Rents have also
been increasing more moderately in Singleton, rising 3.6 per
cent in the last year. Both growth rates are above the state
where rents rose 2.4%.
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THERMAL COAL
INDUSTRY EVENS OUT

The latest data on the Hunter coalfields shows approximately
11,500 persons (full-time equivalent, FTE) are employed in coal
production in June 2018. Between June 2016 and June 2017
the Hunter coalfields added 881 jobs (8% jump). However from
June 2017 to June 2018, coal production employment has fallen
marginally, with approximately 200 jobs lost in the last year. Current
employment figures are around 2,000 below their June 2012 peak,
during the mining-investment boom. The available time-series
on production volumes shows a moderate drop in volumes from
2013-14 to 2014-15. This drop coincides with declines in the thermal
coal price. From 2015-16 Hunter coalfield raw volumes have stayed
more or less stable despite an increasing thermal coal price from
late 2016. While world trade in thermal coal to 2020 is expected to
decline, Australia’s export volumes are forecast to grow until 201920. Strong export prices are expected to see $26 billion returned
from the industry in 2018-19, up from a record $23 billion in 2017-18
(Office of the Chief Economist, 2018).
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BUSINESS PERFORMANCE AND CONFIDENCE

BUSINESS PERFORMANCE
PACE OF GROWTH SLOWS

Business performance softened further in the six months to
December. This softening compares to a December 2017 high, when
measures of current and expected future performance were back
at pre-GFC levels. While more Upper Hunter businesses reported
that their trading, profitability and hiring was improving than
declining, a smaller share of businesses are reporting improved
performance than 12 months prior. A smaller share of businesses
are also reporting growth in forward orders. Long-term and shortterm business confidence, which captures expectations of future
growth, also fell relatively sharply, continuing the trend of the first
half of 2018. December’s measures remain positive however. They
are above 2013-14 lows, and above the five-year average. A growing
share of Upper Hunter businesses expect capital expenditure to
decline in the next 12 months. The average Upper Hunter business
is not expecting to increase hiring in the next three months.
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CONSUMER SPENDING AND FINANCES

CONSUMER ACTIVITY

POSITIVE AND RELATIVELY STEADY
The spending of Upper Hunter households stayed relatively steady,
in the six months to December. In December 87 per cent of Upper
Hunter households maintained or boosted their spending from
the previous three months. This figure is above the five-year
average for December. Households’ expectations of their financial
circumstances in the next 12 months fell. This is a leading indicator
of future consumer spending. It is now below the five-year average
for December. This fall is in contrast to the broader Hunter region
and may reflect the Hunter Balance’s more pronounced slowing
in the rate of job growth. The Upper Hunter, and the broader
Hunter region, however, appear relatively robust compared to the
weakening of consumer sentiment evident nationally. It is likely that
consumer sentiment in the Hunter and Upper Hunter has only been
moderately impacted, if at all, by ‘wealth effects’ associated with
house price falls.
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12-MONTH REGIONAL OUTLOOK

REGIONAL OUTLOOK
EXPECTATIONS DAMPEN

Business and household expectations for the Hunter economy
over the next 12 months continued their 2018 decline from
a December 2017 high. In late 2017 confidence had returned
to almost boom-time highs. Although the recent decline has
been more moderate than the first half of 2018, measures are
now back to where they were over two years ago. Households
continue to exhibit greater caution in their expectations for the
region’s economy than Upper Hunter businesses. Likely drivers of
growing regional uncertainty are a downgrading of global growth
projections, moderate falls in thermal coal prices and a slowing
in the local labour market from its recent strong pace of growth.
The dampening of confidence in the economic outlook is in synch
with Hunter businesses and households more broadly and the
nation. On the positive side, the region continues to exhibit low
rates of unemployment, a strengthening construction pipeline and
housing market, particularly in Singleton.
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