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20 April 2018 

AUSTRALIAN ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENTS 

This week the RBA reiterated its view that there is no case for a near-term adjustment in the cash 

rate but that eventually it is “likely that the next move in the cash rate would be up, rather than 

down”. The RBA expects the economy to grow faster in 2018 than in 2017 and for inflation to 

accelerate gradually to within its target range (between 2 and 3%). The RBA noted that 2017’s 

strong employment growth had continued in the first few months of 2018, although the monthly 

increases had moderated. The IMF also expects Australian economic growth to accelerate in 

2018 and into 2019, as global growth strengthens and its benefits are better spread (see below). 

The RBA’s assessment was confirmed by the latest Australian jobs data (released this week by 

the ABS), which suggests employment growth slowed in March. Employment grew by only 4,900 

people in March and the unemployment rate held steady at 5.5% (seasonally adjusted). Despite 

strong employment growth over the past year, the unemployment rate has hovered between 5.4% 

and 5.6% since mid-2017. This is because more people have entered the labour force (in work 

or actively looking for work). The national labour force participation rate rose to a record high of 

65.7% of the adult population in March (trend), as improving job prospects encouraged more 

people back into work or to seek work.  

All of this means there is still plenty of ‘spare capacity’, despite the strong jobs growth. In addition 

to the unemployment rate, a further 8.4% of the labour force are underemployed (that is, they are 

working but willing and able to work more hours). Buoyant business conditions and ongoing 

strength in job vacancies suggest employment growth will continue in the coming months, albeit 

at a slower pace than in 2017. Ongoing spare capacity and rising participation mean the labour 

market is not overly tight however, so this lengthening period of stronger jobs growth may not put 

much upward pressure on wages, unless skill shortages become more widespread. 

IMF upgrades forecasts for Australian economic growth 

In its latest half-yearly outlook, the IMF upgraded its forecasts for Australian GDP growth to 3.0% 

p.a. in 2018 (previously 2.9% p.a.1) and 3.1% in 2019. The IMF believes the global economy is 

looking stronger in 2018, as cyclical recoveries gain pace and become better synchronised in 

Europe, China, Japan and the US. In January, the IMF upgraded its global growth forecast to 

3.9% in 2018 and 2019 on the back of this broad-based momentum across the global economy. 

                                                 
1 As detailed in the Article IV analysis of Australia’s economy published in February 2018. 
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If these projections are realised, 2018 will see the fastest global output growth since 2010. 

The IMF’s longer-term outlook is more pessimistic however. This suggests that the current global 

upswing provides policy makers with the ideal opportunity to rebuild their fiscal buffers and to 

enact structural reforms. According to the IMF, advanced economies are unlikely to regain their 

per capita growth rates experienced before the GFC because of aging populations, falling rates 

of labour force participation and low productivity growth. 

Key risks to this outlook include escalating trade tensions and the fragmentation of the multilateral 

rules-based trade system. Despite these concerns, global growth strengthened in 2017 to 3.8% 

p.a., due in part to a notable rebound in global trade. Global trade volumes increased by 4.9% in 

2017, accelerating sharply from 2.3% p.a. in 2016. The IMF recommends pluri-lateral agreements 

such as the eleven-country Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific 

Partnership (the TPP-11) as providing a useful platform to more open trade and growth.  

Table 1: IMF growth forecasts, selected economies, April 2018 

Real GDP, % change p.a. 2017 2018p 2019p 

World output 3.8 3.9 3.9 

Australia 2.3 3.0 3.1 

Advanced economies 2.3 2.5 2.2 

US 2.3 2.9 2.7 

Euro area 2.3 2.4 2.0 

UK 1.8 1.6 1.5 

Japan 1.7 1.2 0.9 

Emerging and developing economies 4.8 4.9 5.1 

China 6.9 6.6 6.4 

ASEAN-5 5.3 5.3 5.4 

India 6.7 7.4 7.8 

World trade volumes, % change p.a. 4.9 5.1 4.7 

p = projection. Source: IMF World Economic Outlook, October 2017 
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Jobs growth slows and more people seek work in March 2018 

The ABS estimates that total employment increased by 4,900 people and the unemployment rate 

held steady at 5.5% in March (seasonally adjusted). The monthly jobs growth was composed of 

24,800 more part-time jobs, offset by a decrease of 19,900 in full-time employment. In contrast, 

revised February data suggest that total employment fell by 6,300 people, ending 16 consecutive 

months of jobs growth. 

Monthly employment data has been unusually volatile of late because of changing seasonal 

adjustments and large revisions to the underlying population data2 . The ABS continues to 

recommend the trend estimates as the best guide to underlying patterns in the labour market3. 

In trend terms, the national unemployment rate ticked up to 5.6% in March, despite total 

employment increasing by 14,000 (trend). This was because more people were actively searching 

for work; 17,500 additional people entered the labour force in March to work or search for work. 

The labour force (all people working or looking for work) grew by 2.9% p.a. in March, taking the 

participation rate to 65.7% of the adult population (Chart 1). The participation rate now sits at a 

record high, since the current data series began in 1978. There has been a slight rise in the male 

participation rate since its recent trough of 70.4% in December 2016, but the rise to a record high 

is largely driven by female participation, which reached a record high of 60.6%. Females 

accounted for 57.8% of the 369,500 people who entered the labour force over the year to March. 

Many observers had expected the participation rate would continue to decline from its peak in 

2010 due to our ageing population, but structural forces appear to be working in the opposite 

direction at present, including increased labour force participation of women and older workers. 

In trend terms, employment growth appears to be slowing after a recent peak in May 2017. There 

were 41,900 jobs added in May 2017 but this has gradually slowed to 14,000 additional jobs in 

March (trend, see Chart 2). This latest result is still slightly above the long-run average of 13,500 

jobs added per month. 2017 was a particularly strong year for employment growth, with average 

monthly jobs growth of 33,900.  

In March, there was an increase of 12,900 part-time employed people and a smaller increase of 

1,200 in full-time employment (trend). The share of part-employment is beginning to rise again. 

Part-time employment (defined by the ABS as 35 hours or less per week) accounted for 31.7% 

of the total workforce in March 2018, just below the record high of 32.0% of the workforce in 

November 2016 (see Chart 2 and Table 2). 

  

                                                 
2 The ABS have conducted its annual seasonal re-analysis which has affected the timing of employment growth. 
This has resulted in some material changes to previous seasonally-adjusted estimates of employment growth for 
January (revised up from 12,000 to 37,000) and February (revised down from +18,000 to -6,000). 
3 The ABS recommends that “Trend estimates are considered the best indicators of the underlying behaviour in the 
labour market.” ABS 6202.0, Labour Force, Australia, Media Release. 14 Sep 2017. The data below are all trend. 
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Chart 1: Participation rate (trend) 

 

Source: ABS, Labour force Australia March 2018 

Chart 2: Full-time and part-time employment growth (trend) 

 

Source: ABS, Labour force Australia March 2018 
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Table 2: Key labour market numbers, February 2018 (trend) 
 Number  Change per month Change per year 

 ‘000 ‘000 m/m % m/m ‘000 p.a. % p.a. 
Employment 12,486 14.0 0.1 376.1 3.1 

Full-time 8,524 1.2 0.0 270.1 3.3 
Part-time 3,961 12.9 0.3 106.1 2.8 

Aggregate hours worked 1,733,709 161.6 0.0 44,559.2 2.6 
Labour force 13,221 17.5 0.1 369.5 2.9 
Adult civilian population 20,161 32.9 0.2 325.5 1.6 

 Number  Rate Change from one year ago 

 ‘000 % of labour force Percentage point change p.a. 
Unemployment (trend) 735.0 5.6  -0.2 
Underemployment (orig) 1,113.6 8.4  -0.1 
Underutilization (orig)   14.3  -0.4 

  % of adult population Percentage point change p.a. 

Participation rate   65.7  0.8  
Employment to population ratio  62.0  0.9  

Source: ABS, Labour force Australia, March 2018 

Across the states, employment growth over the 12 months to March 2018 was strongest in 

Queensland (4.3%), followed by New South Wales (3.6%) and Victoria (2.5%). In the first two 

months of 2018, monthly employment growth has been slower than in 2017 in all states except 

for South Australia and the Northern Territory (see Table 3 and Chart 3). 

The unemployment rate rose to 6.4% in Western Australia in March and has been on an upward 

trend since its most recent trough in June 2017 of 5.6%. Unemployment rates have also been 

rising since the start of 2018 in New South Wales, Tasmania and the ACT. Unemployment rates 

have fallen in Victoria, South Australia and the Northern Territory and held steady in Queensland.  

Table 3: Employment, unemployment and participation by state, Mar 2018 

 Employment growth 
Part time 
workers Unemployment 

Under-
employment Participation 

Trend '000 m/m '000 y/y % p.a. % rate % rate % (orig) rate % 

NSW 4.7  138.9  3.6  30.5  4.9  8.0  64.6  

VIC 4.1  79.7  2.5  32.8  5.5  7.9  65.8  

Qld 3.2  101.5  4.3  31.1  6.0  8.6  66.2  

SA 1.7  17.5  2.1  35.1  5.9  9.9  62.8  

WA  -0.7  25.7  2.0  33.0  6.4  8.8  68.4  

Tas 0.1  4.9  2.0  37.4  6.0  9.8  61.1  

NT 0.7  -3.1  -2.2  21.8  3.9  4.9  76.4  

ACT -0.4  8.6  3.9  26.2  4.1  5.6  72.1  

Australia  14.0  376.1  3.1  31.7  5.6  8.3  65.7  

Source: ABS, Labour force Australia March 2018. 
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Chart 3: Monthly employment growth by state, Mar 2018 

 

Source: ABS, Labour force Australia March 2018 

Job advertisements suggest moderate jobs growth will continue 

The outlook for job seekers appears robust according to the latest Seek new jobs ads data, with 

the number of new job ads posted online up by 16.2% p.a. in March. In the year to March 2018, 

job ads growth was fastest (on a yearly basis) for ‘mining, resources & energy’, followed by 

‘science and technology’ and ‘engineering’ jobs. Despite the strong growth in total job ads 

however, some sectors appear to be already cooling, with the figures for March showing more 

industries with declining numbers of jobs ads than had been evident in recent months (Chart 4).  

Another leading indicator for employment growth is the Department of Jobs and Small Business 

Internet Vacancy Index (IVI)4. According to this index, job openings have been increasing for 18 

consecutive months and were up by 12.1% over the year to March 2018. Across the broad 

occupational groups, the strongest gains in vacancies were recorded for professionals (up by 

16.0%), technicians and trades workers (15.9%), managers (14.4%) and machinery operators 

and drivers (11.0%). Job advertisements (in three-month average terms), rose over the year in 

29 of the 37 IVI regions. The largest increases in job advertisements were in Outback Queensland 

(up by 44.2% p.a., albeit from a very low base), Geelong & Surf Coast VIC (20.0% p.a.), Gippsland 

VIC (19.7% p.a.) and South West WA (18.2% p.a.). 

  

                                                 
4 The IVI is based on a count of online job advertisements newly lodged on SEEK, CareerOne and Australian 

JobSearch during the month. 
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Chart 4: SEEK new jobs ads posted online, March 2017 vs March 2018  

 

Source: SEEK, Employment data report March 2018. 

Chart 5: Change in internet job advertisements over the year to March 2018, 

3-month moving average 

 

Source: Department of Jobs and Small Business, Vacancy Report March 2018. 
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This week’s data and events, 9 April – 13 April 2018 

Day Date Data/event 
Data period  
due for release 

Previous release 

Mon 16 Apr ABS lending finance Feb (M) 
Jan: housing finance: +0.4% m/m 
commercial finance: +0.2% m/m 

Tues 17 Apr RBA minutes of board meeting Apr (M) Apr cash rate: 1.50% 

Wed 18 Apr ABS overseas arrivals & departures Feb (M) 

 
Jan (trend):  
short-term visitor arrivals: +4.8% p.a., 
short-term resident returns:+1.1%p.a. 

  
Department of Jobs and Small 
Business Internet Vacancy Index 

Mar (M) +12.1 % p.a. 

Thurs 19 Apr ABS labour force Australia Mar (M) 

Feb (trend):  
employment growth: +3.1% 
unemployment rate: 5.6% 
participation rate: 65.7% 

  SEEK job vacancy advertisements Mar (M) +16.2% p.a. 

  
NAB business conditions and 
confidence, quarterly detail 

Mar (Q) - 

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

 
 
Next week’s data and events, 16 April – 20 April 2018 

Day Date Data/event 
Data period  
due for release 

Previous release 

Tues 24 Apr ABS Consumer Price Index Mar (Q) Dec: 0.6% q/q, 1.9% p.a. 

Thurs 26 Apr ABS Taxation Revenue 2016-17 (A) 2015-16: total revenue $464.7bn 

  
ABS Labour force, Detailed – 
Electronic Delivery 

Mar (M) Feb: N/A 

  
ABS International Trade Prices 
Indexes 

Mar (Q) 
Dec: import prices +1.4% p.a., export 
prices +2.4% p.a. 

Fri 27 Apr ABS Producer Price Index Mar (Q) 
Dec: final demand +1.7% p.a., 
intermediate demand +3.1% p.a., 
preliminary demand +3.0% 

     
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 2018) 
2016-17 
actual 

Dec ’17 
actual 

Jun ‘18 
f 

Dec ‘18 
f 

Jun ’19 
f 

Jun ’20 
f 

GDP, % change p.a., year end 1.8 2.5f 2.75 3.25 3.5 3.0 

Unemployment rate, %, year end 5.6 5.5 5.25 5.25 5.25 5.25 

Inflation (CPI), % change p.a., year end 1.9 1.9 2.0 2.25 2.25 2.25 

Treasury MYEFO (Dec 2017) 
2015-16 
actual 

2016-17 
actual 

2017-18  
f 

2018-19 
f 

2019-20 
p  

2020-21 
p 

GDP, % change p.a., year average 2.6 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.0 3.0 

  Household consumption, % p.a., year average 2.9 2.4 2.25 2.75   

  Dwelling investment, % p.a., year average 10.6 2.6 -1.5 -1.5   

  Business investment, % p.a., year average -10.3 -4.0 2.0 3.0   

Employment growth, % p.a., year end 1.9 1.9 1.75 1.5 1.25 1.25 

Unemployment rate, %, year end 5.8 5.6 5.5 5.25 5.25 5.25 

Terms of trade, % change p.a., year end -10.2 14.5 -2.0 -5.0   

Inflation (CPI), % change p.a., year end 1.0 1.9 2.0 2.25 2.5 2.5 

Wages (WPI), % change p.a., year end 2.1 1.9 2.25 2.75 3.25 3.5 

f = forecast. p = projection. 
Sources: ABS various data; RBA Statement on Monetary Policy (SoMP), latest quarter; Australian Treasury, MYEFO 2017-18 (Dec 2017). 

Australian economy: latest indicators 
Economy FX and commodity prices (Friday morning) 

RBA official cash rate, % Apr (M) 1.50       - AUD/USD exchange rate US$0.7713      ▼ 

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

US$68.05        ▲ 

Headline CPI, % change p.a. Dec (Q) 1.9%     ▲ Gold price (USD/OZ) US$1,341.47   ▲ 

Unemployment rate, % trend Mar (M) 5.6%     ▲ 
Copper price  
(USD/tonne, LME spot) 

US$6941.50    ▲ 

 

Australian Industry Group monthly performance of industry indexes 
Australian PMI®   Mar (M)                                                                               63.1 ▲ 

Australian PSI®   Mar (M)                                                                               56.9 ▲ 

Australian PCI®   Mar (M)                                                                               57.2 ▲ 
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 Thu); London Metals Exchange market prices (as of Fri). 
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