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The Hunter workforce, like that of the nation,
is rapidly changing as jobs decline in the
traditional high value-add manufacturing and
mining sectors, and grow in the service sector
and the knowledge-based industries.
The major drivers of this changing economic and workforce
structure include population ageing, the impact of new
technologies and digital disruption, globalisation and the
Asian century, and servitisation of industry. The workforce
will require increased skill levels, with growth in jobs requiring
professional and technological skills, and with medium and
low-level skills at greatest risk of replacement by technology
and cost competition. Growth to 2020 in the number of jobs
in the Region (at 8.1% or 24,500 jobs) is projected to outstrip
the Hunter’s slow population growth (at 5.1%) and particularly
the growth in residents of workforce age (at 2.6% or 10,600
persons). This highlights the trend to part-time and casual work,
increasing workforce participation by women, and pressure for
older workers to continue beyond age 65. Over the same period,
the Hunter’s older population (65+) is projected to grow at 15%.

MAJOR SECTORS BY LOCATION*

The Hunter is well placed to benefit from jobs growth in health
and social assistance, business and other services, education, and
food and agribusiness. This will come through the development
of new capabilities and increasingly applying these capabilities
to serve markets outside the region.
Hunter Research Foundation (HRF), supported by Keolis
Downer, examines the future of six key sectors in the Hunter
and some of the drivers of employment growth, the skills that
will be required and where they will be located. Map 1 below
shows the current (2011 Census) dispersion of major industries
throughout the Hunter Region. The insets (below) indicate the
Newcastle and Lake Macquarie industry concentrations, and
concentrations of population in urbanised areas, generating
travel between home and work, education, health and retail
outlets.
HRF identifies key opportunities arising from the changing
structure of our workforce and the challenges likely to influence
the competitiveness of the Hunter economy in employment
growth areas. We also draw out a range of strategies that
could enable the region to generate high-value industries and
employment, and to thrive and grow into the future.
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HEALTH CARE
Health care and social assistance is currently the
largest employment sector in the Hunter, and the
fastest growing. By 2020, the sector is projected
to account for one in six Hunter jobs, above the
State average. Growth is underpinned by the
Region’s ageing population, and its focus on health
research through the oldest Medical School outside
metropolitan areas, two large teaching hospitals
and the Hunter Medical Research Institute. The
sector requires a high and increasing proportion
of medium and high-level skills. Job opportunities
are spread across the Region, with concentrations
around the major hospitals (John Hunter and
Newcastle Mater) and medical centres and
practices in the inner suburbs of Charlestown and
Newcastle. Home-based care services and childcare
are projected to be important in overall jobs growth.
High speed internet rollout could support eHealth
delivery to residents further from services.

EDUCATION & TRAINING
Education is the Hunter Region’s seventh largest
employment sector
(behind
the
declining
manufacturing sector), but dominated by highlyskilled jobs and with the second-fastest projected
growth to 2020. Hunter jobs growth is projected
to outpace the rest of the State and the nation,
reversing a recent trend of comparatively slower
growth. This will be underpinned by increased
numbers of school-aged children to 2020, as the
mini baby boom of the early 2000s goes through,
and a burgeoning market for international education,
particularly at university level. Jobs are distributed
throughout the Hunter Region, with concentrations
around the major high schools and particularly the
University. The sector will continue to be impacted
by technological change, with increasing online
offerings, and has a key role in preparing Hunter
residents for future work roles.

HOSPITALITY
Hospitality (the ABS’ Accommodation and Food
Services) has seen strong employment growth in
the Hunter. It has been an important contributor to
the transition away from mining, and is expected to
continue strong growth, underpinned by improved
domestic and international tourism resulting from
the lower Australian dollar. Growth in the sector
has been predominantly in part-time jobs, and this
trend is expected to continue. The tourism industry
has experienced digital disruption (through online
services and initiatives like AirBnB) and is likely to
continue to, requiring new business and personal
service skills. Hospitality jobs are widely distributed
across the Region, with concentrations in the CBD,
Port Stephens and wine country, where it is the
major employment sector.
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BUSINESS SERVICES
The Hunter services sector provides a similar number
of jobs and skill mix to health. The sector1 is less
dominant in the Hunter than the State, reflecting
the concentration of financial and professional
services in Sydney, but remains key to the Region’s
participation in the high-tech jobs of the future.
Nationally, employment growth in the sector is
projected to be second only to health and social
assistance, with professional and technical services a
key element of this. While a little slower in the Hunter
than Sydney, the sector is expected to be the second
most important contributor to overall employment
growth. Services sector jobs are most concentrated
in Newcastle CBD and, to a lesser extent, the urban
centres of Charlestown and Maitland. This sector is
increasingly technology focused and dependent on
the roll-out of high speed internet.

Includes high growth Financial & Insurance Services, Professional, Scientific & Technical
Services, & Arts & Recreation Services plus low-growth Administrative and Support Services
1
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RETAIL
The retail sector is the Hunter’s third largest
employer, dominated by low-skilled, part-time
and casual work. Alongside food services, it offers
a variety of entry-level jobs often filled by young
people who may also be studying (high school or
post school). Hunter retail has not experienced the
post-Global-Financial-Crisis recovery at State and
national levels, being further impacted by the postmining boom downturn. Nationally, the sector is
projected to benefit from sustained low interest rates
and continued growth in the home improvement
and clothing and accessories sub-sectors. Hunter
retail employment is projected to grow modestly in
line with overall employment, at about three times
the rate of working-age population growth. Jobs
are widely distributed through the Region in small
outlets and concentrated around the rural towns
and major shopping centres.

CONSTRUCTION
The construction sector is the Hunter’s fifth largest
employer, having eclipsed manufacturing in mid2015. More cyclical than many other sectors,
construction has been a key contributor to the
transition to non-mining investment in the Hunter
as well as the State and nationally. The sector offers
predominantly medium-level skilled jobs, primarily
trades. Work locations are broadly dispersed
throughout the Region, with concentrations
moving as the locations of residential development
and heavy construction move. Construction
employment is projected to continue with recent
growth in the residential sector, supported by
low interest rates, offset by declines in heavy and
civil engineering construction as resource-sector
investment winds down. This dynamic underlies
much faster projected growth in the Lower Hunter
than the Upper Hunter to 2020.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

2020 HUNTER WORKFORCE SKILLS MIX BREAKDOWN*
Health
Business Services

GROWTH INDUSTRIES

Education

The Hunter will benefit from jobs growth in the six sectors
reviewed with Health Care, Business Services, Education and
Hospitality being the biggest sources of new employment.

Hospitality
Retail

HIGHER SKILLS REQUIRED
The regional workforce will require increased skill levels,
with growth in jobs requiring professional and technological
skills most apparent in the Health Care, Business Services
and Education Sectors. With face-to-face service delivery
continuing with more technology-enabled methods, it is
the medium-level skills at greatest risk of replacement by
technology and cost competition. Skills development will
need to occur with an increasingly part-time or “portfolio”
workforce. As this assessment is based on 2011 Census data is
it likely to overstate expected mid-level skills and understate
high level skills.

EXPORT FOCUS REQUIRED
The Hunter is projected to grow its population at less than
1% per annum over the course of the study. To ensure growth
of local industries, businesses must increasingly look to
export services to regions outside the Hunter (e.g. Sydney)
or internationally. The region will need to lift its performance
from the current state where HRF research shows that less
than 10% of Hunter businesses export internationally.

CONNECTING PEOPLE WITH JOBS
The nature of service delivery in the future will challenge the
traditional link between place of work and place of residence.
Residential development in urban-fringe greenfield areas,
along with higher-density redevelopment in the inner city
of Newcastle and Charlestown, mean people and work
opportunities may not be close together. Distributed service
delivery (e.g. aged care), connecting services to international
visitors (e.g. tourism) and the export of services (e.g. eHealth
care) will all require a future-oriented polycentric design
for both transport infrastructure, residential and business
developments and roll-out of high speed internet.
To ensure that the Hunter secures these opportunities the
region must overcome a number of challenges.

CHALLENGES

Construction
0

ATTRACTING INVESTMENT
The Hunter struggles to attract investment from both
government and industry to build new infrastructure and
capabilities to secure new growth opportunities.
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CONNECTION TO NEW MARKETS
For strong growth in high-value jobs in future, the Hunter
needs to connect to new markets both inside and outside the
region and internationally. The Hunter currently falls behind in
advanced technology connections (e.g. relatively slow NBN
roll-out) and efficient intra-region transport links, as well as
those to key service markets (e.g. Sydney and regions in Asia).
Intra-region transport links are important to facilitate growth
in a number of key industry sectors including hospitality and
retail, as well as health and education.

GROWING EDUCATION & SKILLS LEVELS
With strong growth predicted in highly-skilled professional
and technical jobs, the Hunter will need to improve its
education levels, which currently lag NSW and Australia in
tertiary qualification levels and exceed the rates of mediumlevel technical qualifications.

ENABLING STRATEGIES
The Hunter needs a strong regional growth plan backed by
government, industry and the community that will:
•

•

INNOVATION & COMPETITIVENESS
The Hunter, like Australia as a whole, is slowly adjusting
to a post-mining boom economy. In order to increase its
international competitiveness, regional businesses need to
increase their appetite for risk and invest in innovation and
commercialisation.

5

•

Provide transport modes and technology infrastructure
to enable efficient delivery of services within the region
and competitive access to markets outside the region.
Improve links between business and education providers
to encourage innovation and commercialisation, and
ensure they support future skills development and
work-ready graduates, who are equipped to capture
employment opportunities.
Encourage government to provide clear signals to the
market on innovation, new service-delivery models, and
openness to risk investors.

Further research in the areas of detailed transport planning
to meet future household and business travel needs, costbenefit of key tourism infrastructure and detailed sector
competitive analysis will enable the creation of investmentready regional growth projects.
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