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24 March 2017 

AUSTRALIAN ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENTS 

In the minutes of its March board meeting (where interest rates were left on hold), the Reserve 

Bank of Australia (RBA) noted that the global economy continues to gain momentum, with 

industrial production, global trade and inflation all picking up. Importantly for Australia, growth in 

the Chinese economy is slower but still solid. At home, growth in output and national incomes are 

better (driven mainly by mining output and pricing), but this could stall if commodity prices ease. 

The RBA remains concerned about persistent weakness in the labour market, rising house prices 

in Sydney and Melbourne and growth in household debt, which is outpacing household incomes. 

This long-standing concern about the labour market is justified. Detailed quarterly labour market 

data from the ABS this week confirms growth in employment is continuing to slow and is being 

driven by part-time job growth.  Across industries, jobs growth was quite mixed in the three months 

to February 2017. 2016’s welcome recovery in manufacturing employment growth is continuing. 

Looking ahead, the Department of Employment’s Internet Vacancy Index for February shows only 

modest growth in job ads, suggesting this slow jobs growth will continue. The latest estimate of 

the residential population for Australia indicated growth of 1.5% p.a. to Q3 2016, which is relatively 

slow by Australian historical standards, but is the strongest annual growth rate since June 2014. 

This is being mainly driven by overseas migration, which is contributing to long-run growth. 

Jobs growth continues to slow in year to February 2017  

The detailed quarterly employment data released by the ABS this week provide a snapshot of 

Australian employment as of February 2017 across industries, states, occupations, work hours, 

sex and other characteristics. This data highlights that employment growth is trending lower, with 

146,900 jobs added to the workforce in the year to February 2017 (1.2% p.a. growth), down from 

the 273,000 jobs created a year earlier (2.2% p.a. growth). Growth to Feb 2017 was largely 

attributable to growth in part time employment. 

At an industry level, the industries with strongest jobs growth in the year to February 2017 were 

public administration (+80,700), education (+36,600), professional services (+21,100), and 

hospitality (+20,300) (trend, see chart 1 and table 1). The healthcare sector (including health, 

welfare and social services) still accounts for the largest share (12.4%) of all workers (1.5 million), 

although its high rate of part-time work (44.4% of its workers) means it accounts for a slightly 

smaller share (11.2%) of all hours worked across the economy.  
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Manufacturing employment continues to recover after large falls in the seven years to 2015, with 

2,100 jobs added in the three months to February 2017 and 39,900 jobs over the year (+4.6% 

p.a.). This partial recovery comes after manufacturing had lost around 144,700 jobs nationally 

since its most recent peak in February 2008, equivalent to 14% of its 2008 workforce.  

Other sectors that experienced solid employment growth to February 2017 were mining (+3.5% 

q/q, +6.6% p.a.) and construction (+1.4% q/q, +3.4% p.a.). Sectors that are struggling to employ 

more people include arts & recreation (-4.1% q/q, -9.5% p.a.), agriculture (-2.2% q/q, -8.9% p.a.), 

transport (-1.1% q/q, -4.6% p.a.) and health (-0.7% q/q, -2.2% p.a.) (see chart 1 and table 1). 

Chart 1: Employment growth by industry, February 2017 

 

Source: ABS, Labour Force Australia, Quarterly Detail. 

Despite the modest rise in employment over the year to February 2017, total hours worked shrank 

by 1.0% over the year, this reflects an increasing number and share of part-time jobs (35 hours 

or less per week). 31.5% of all workers are now part-time (down a touch from a record 31.8% the 

previous quarter). Reflecting this trend, actual hours worked per week per worker averaged 33.3 

hours in February 2017, down from 33.9 hours a year earlier and 34.8 hours a decade earlier. 

Linked to this rise in part-time work, underemployment (which includes the unemployed and part-

time workers who wish to work more hours) has also grown across the economy. In February 

2017, the underemployment ratio increased to a record high 9.4% (from 8.7% a year earlier, 

trend). Most underemployed workers are employed part-time and underemployment is especially 
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significant for female workers (11.8%). For men, underemployment lifted back to its record highest 

rate of 7.3% in February 2017 (trend, see chart 2), the same as in August 2016. This indicates 

that while many people choose to work part-time, an increasing portion would prefer more hours. 

Across industries, underemployment ratios tend to be higher in the large services sectors with 

high proportions of part-time workers (see table 1). These include hospitality (20.7%), retail trade 

(19.2%), arts and recreation (19.6%) and administrative services (15.0%).   

Chart 2: Underemployment and unemployment rates, by sex (trend) 
 

 
Source: ABS, Labour Force Australia, Quarterly Detail. 
 

Table 1: Employment, work hours and sex, by industry, February 2017 

 
                 Source: ABS, Labour Force Australia, Quarterly Detail. 
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In other labour market data released this week, job adds appear to be trending upwards modestly, 

with the Department of Employment’s Internet Vacancy Index (IVI) inching 0.1% higher in 

February to be up 2.2% over the year (trend). This follows stronger monthly growth of +0.6% in 

January. Positively, job advertisements increased in states where labour markets have been 

struggling, including South Australia (+1.3% m/m, +13.5% p.a.), Western Australia (+1.1% m/m, 

+1.0% p.a.) and Tasmania (+0.6%, -2.8% p.a.). States seeing fewer online job ads in February 

included Victoria (-0.3% m/m, +2.6% p.a.) and the Northern Territory (-0.3% m/m, -16.5% p.a.). 

Population growth accelerated in September 2016 

The ABS’ latest estimate of Australia’s resident population indicates the population grew by 

91,300 people (or +0.4% q/q), to reach a record 24.2 million in the September quarter 2016. This 

was an increase of 348,700 people (+1.5% p.a.) over the year and the fastest annual growth rate 

since the June quarter of 2014. It is relatively slow however, by Australian historical standards. 

The driver of population growth continues to be overseas migration rather than natural increases 

(births less deaths) with net overseas migration (permanent arrivals less departures) contributing 

65.1% of the growth in population in the September quarter (and 55.4% of it over the year).  

Victoria recorded the highest annual growth rate of all states and territories at 2.1% p.a. followed 

by NSW (+1.4% p.a.), Queensland (+1.4% p.a.) and Western Australia (+1.0% p.a.). South 

Australia (+0.6% p.a.), Tasmania (+0.5% p.a.) and the Northern Territory (+0.3% p.a.) recorded 

the lowest state population increases over the year. 

Chart 3: Annual growth in resident population, September 2016 

 
Source: ABS, Australian Demographic Statistics 
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This week’s data and events, 20 - 24 March 2017 

Day Date Data/event Data period  Previous release 

Mon 20 Mar RBA board meeting minutes Mar (M) - 

Tue 21 Mar 
Department of Employment skilled job 
vacancies index 

Feb (M) +0.1% m/m, +2.2% p.a. (tr) 

  ABS residential property price indexes Dec (Q) +4.1% q/q, +7.7% p.a. 

Wed 22 Mar ABS survey of motor vehicle use 2015-16 (A) 18.2m reg. vehicles 

Thu 23 Mar ABS Australian demographic statistics Sep (Q) pop. growth 1.5% p.a. 

  ABS labour force detailed quarterly Feb (Q) empl. growth +1.2% p.a. 

M = monthly. Q = quarterly. H = half-yearly. A = annual. All data are seasonally adjusted unless otherwise noted. 

 

Next week’s data and events, 27 - 31 March 2017 

Day Date Data/event 
Data period 
due for release 

Previous release 

Wed 29 Mar ABS engineering construction activity Dec (Q) Sep: -4.7% q/q, -23.9% p.a. 

Thu 30 Mar HIA new home sales Feb (M) Jan: -2.2%m/m 

  ABS migration Australia 2015-16 (A) 2014-15: -9.8% p.a. 

  ABS national accounts: finance & wealth Dec (Q) Sep: Total nat. inv. $90.7bn  

  ABS regional population growth 2015-16 (A) 
2014-15: fastest growth:  
Greater Melbourne, 2.1% p.a. 

M = monthly. Q = quarterly. H = half-yearly. A = annual. All data are seasonally adjusted unless otherwise noted. 
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Australian economy: latest full-year growth rates and government forecasts 

RBA SoMP (Feb 2017) 
2015-16 
actual 

2016-17 
f 

2017-18 
f 

2018-19 
 p 

2019-20  
p 

GDP, % change p.a., year end 3.3 1.5-2.5 2.5-3.5 2.75-3.75  

Inflation (CPI), % change p.a., year end 1.0 2.0 1.5-2.5 2.0-3.0  

Treasury MYEFO 2016-17 (Dec 2016)      

GDP, % change p.a., year average 2.7 2.0 2.75 3.0 3.0 

  Household consumption, % p.a., year average 2.9 2.75 3.0   

  Dwelling investment, % p.a., year average 8.3 4.5 0.5   

  Business investment, % p.a., year average -14.7 -6.0 0.0   

Employment growth, % p.a., year end 1.9 1.25 1.5 1.5 1.5 

Unemployment rate, %, year end 5.8 5.5 5.5 5.25 5.25 

Terms of trade, % change p.a., year end -5.4 14.0 -3.75   

Inflation (CPI), % change p.a., year end 1.0 1.75 2.0 2.5 2.5 

Wages (WPI), % change p.a., year end 2.1 2.25 2.5 3.25 3.5 

f = forecast. p = projection. 

Sources: ABS various data; RBA Statement on Monetary Policy (SoMP), latest quarter; Australian Treasury, Mid-year Economic and Financial 

Outlook 2016-17 (MYEFO) (Dec 2016). 

Australian economy: latest indicators 

Economy FX and commodity prices (as of Friday) 

RBA official cash rate, % Mar (M) 1.50      - AUD/USD exchange rate US$0.7634      ▼ 

Real GDP, % change p.a. Dec (Q) 2.4%    ▲ Oil price (WTI light crude, USD/BBL) US$50.56        ▲ 

Headline CPI, % change p.a. Dec (Q) 1.5%    ▲ Gold price (USD/OZ) US$1,245.00   ▲ 

Unemployment rate, % trend Feb (M) 5.8%    - Copper price (USD/tonne, LME spot) US$5,711.50   ▼ 

 

Australian Industry Group monthly performance of industry indexes 

Australian PMI®   Feb (M) 

Australian PSI®   Feb (M) 

Australian PCI®   Feb (M) 

59.3 ▲ 

49.0 ▼ 

53.1 ▲ 

M = monthly. Q = quarterly. All data are seasonally adjusted unless otherwise noted. 

Arrows represent direction of movement relative to last week for prices, and last observation for growth rates and indexes. 

Sources: ABS various data; Ai Group; Australian Financial Review market prices (as of Fri); London Metals Exchange market prices (as of Fri). 
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