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29 March 2019 

AUSTRALIAN ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENTS 

Labour market data released by the ABS this week provides a detailed snapshot of Australian 

employment trends, as of February 2019. Total employment increased by 2.3% p.a. to February 

2019, with the strongest job gains in public administration and professional services. The biggest 

job losses over the year to February were in construction and manufacturing (in trend terms), 

which largely reversed their job gains of the previous year as the construction cycle and other 

factors turned downwards.  

Across the categories of employment, permanent employees (with paid leave entitlements) grew 

in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the total workforce (recovering to 63% of all workers) 

in the three months to February, while casual employees declined in absolute numbers and as a 

proportion of the workforce. Casual employees now account for 20% of the total workforce, which 

is about the same proportion of as it has been for the past two decades.  

Job vacancy data released this week by the ABS suggests continued employment growth in the 

coming months. Although the growth in job vacancies slowed in the quarter to February 2019, job 

vacancies still rose to another record high. The ratio of unemployed workers to job vacancies fell 

to 2.7 in the quarter, which is the lowest level since the ABS started tracking job vacancies again 

in 2009. Although the ABS measure of job vacancies still looks robust, other measures of job 

vacancies (from ANZ and SEEK) have decelerated sharply, which suggests slower employment 

growth – or even employment losses – will eventuate later in 2019. 

Further confirming the recent downturn in construction activity, detailed estimates of engineering 

construction activity for the December quarter (Q4) of 2018 indicate that the value of engineering 

construction work done fell for a second quarter, driven by reduced public sector engineering 

activity in Victoria and New South Wales from very high peaks. Looking ahead, the infrastructure 

boom should nevertheless continue in these states, with a near-record amount of non-resource 

engineering work yet to be done. Engineering construction currently accounts for about 42% of 

total construction activity in Australia. This proportion is likely to rise as this work continues apace. 
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Employment growth strongest in public sector and healthcare in February 

The latest ABS labour force estimates show employment grew over the year to February 2019 in 

13 of Australia’s 19 major industries (chart 1 and table 1). The industries with the largest increases 

over the year to February 2019 were public administration (including government administration, 

defence personnel, police, emergency services and regulatory services, +109,000), professional 

services (+80,000), personal and other services (+32,000) and healthcare and related welfare 

services (+27,0000). Health and welfare services is the single largest industry, with 1.7 million 

workers accounting for 13.3% of the total national workforce. Growth in public administration and 

health and welfare employment is partly due to the roll-out of the NDIS during 2018, since this 

new service is large and labour-intensive. The growth in professional services reflects trends in 

Ai Group’s Australian Performance of Services Index (Australian PSI®) in recent months, which 

has shown stronger conditions in business services industries over the past year. 

The largest falls in employment in the year to February 2019 were in manufacturing (-50,000), 

construction (-30,000), and retail trade (-12,000).  

Chart 1: Employment growth by industry, % change p.a. (trend) 

 

Source: ABS, Labour force Australia, detailed quarterly, Feb 2019 

Construction employment appears to have peaked in mid-2018 with employment in the industry 

falling by 9,000 over the quarter to February and by 30,000 over the year to February. This decline 

in construction employment has been evident in the Ai Group-HIA Australian Performance of 

Construction Index (Australian PCI®) for some time now; in February, the PCI’s employment 

index contracted for a seventh consecutive month. In both the ABS data and in the 

https://www.aigroup.com.au/policy-and-research/economics/economicindicators/
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Australian PCI®, construction employment grew strongly in the first half of 2018 but fell in the 

second half, driven by a large peak in residential building activity along the east coast (chart 2). 

Although engineering and non-residential construction activity remain elevated, these forms of 

construction are less labour-intensive than residential construction and so total jobs have declined. 

In the manufacturing industry, it appears that total manufacturing employment fell dramatically 

over summer, with a reduction in employment of 41,600 over the three months to February 2019 

(trend). Over the year to February 2019, manufacturing had the largest decline in employment of 

any industry, falling by 5.4% p.a. to 873,000, which is the lowest number of manufacturing jobs 

recorded in the current labour force data series (trend). The reasons for this sudden reversal in 

the recent (and very promising) jobs recovery in manufacturing are not yet clear. 

Even after this fall, total manufacturing accounts for 6.8% of all employment and is the seventh 

largest employing industry. Manufacturing remains one of Australia’s largest full-time employing 

industries however, since 85.5% of the manufacturing workforce are in full-time employment. 

Table 1: Key labour force numbers, by industry, Feb 2019 

 Employment Employment 
Average 

hours Part-time 
Under-

employment  
Female 
workers 

Public 
sector 

 Level (trend) 
change p.a. 

(trend) 
per worker 
(original) 

workers 
(original) 

ratio 
(original) (original) 

workers 
(original) 

Trend and 
original data 

 '000 
people 

% of 
total  '000 % 

hours per 
week 

% of 
industry % of industry 

% of 
industry 

% of 
industry 

Agriculture 332  2.6 7  2.3  39.0 29.1 4.1 30.1 0.2 

Mining 252  2.0 23  10.3  42.0 4.0 1.5 15.7 0.3 

Manufacturing 873  6.8 -50  -5.4  37.7 14.5 3.8 26.5 0.2 

Utilities 148  1.2 1  0.8  38.1 10.4 2.5 29.0 12.1 

Construction 1,154  9.0 -30  -2.5  38.3 13.5 5.6 10.9 0.7 

W’sale Trade 391  3.1 26  7.0  37.5 17.2 4.8 31.3 0.0 

Retail Trade 1,285  10.1 -12  -0.9  28.5 49.2 16.6 55.5 0.2 

Hospitality. 907  7.1 21  2.4  26.9 58.5 18.7 53.4 0.7 

Transport & 
Storage 666  5.2 26  4.1  36.8 20.4 6.7 22.6 9.9 

IT & Telecomms 220  1.7 -2  -0.9  35.7 20.8 5.9 42.8 9.9 

Finance & Ins. 446  3.5 12  2.8  35.8 16.7 3.1 50.1 1.1 

Real Estate 216  1.7 -2  -0.8  35.5 23.0 4.4 46.8 1.6 

Professions 1,115  8.7 80  7.7  36.4 21.5 4.4 42.9 2.7 

Admin. services 414  3.2 6  1.4  30.8 42.6 13.0 52.5 1.3 

Public Admin. 858  6.7 109  14.6  33.4 18.9 4.0 51.9 83.2 

Education 1,032  8.1 11  1.1  32.3 38.8 8.4 71.8 55.6 

Health 1,703  13.3 27  1.6  29.8 44.0 8.6 77.8 25.3 

Arts & Rec. 247  1.9 -3  -1.3  27.9 47.4 16.2 48.1 8.8 

Personal Serv’s 516  4.0 32  6.6  33.4 33.8 8.7 47.9 1.1 

All Industries 12,775  100.0 284  2.3  33.5 31.0 8.3 46.9 14.9 

Source: ABS, Labour force Australia, detailed quarterly, Feb 2019 
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Chart 2: Ai Group-HIA PCI employment index  

and ABS construction employment, % change p.a. 

 
Source: Ai Group; ABS, Labour force Australia, detailed quarterly, Feb 2019 

Chart 3: Employment and work hours in manufacturing, to Feb 2019 

 

Source: ABS, Labour force Australia, detailed quarterly, Feb 2019 
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Permanent employment rises and casual employment falls in Feb 2019 

Australia’s total workforce is comprised of various types of employees, employers and self-

employed workers. Across these categories of employment, permanent employees (with paid 

leave entitlements) grew in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the total workforce 

(recovering to 63% of all workers) in the three months to February. Casual employees (defined 

by the ABS as ‘employees without leave entitlements’) declined in the three months to February 

2019, as an absolute number and as a proportion of the workforce. Indeed, the share of casual 

employment fell to its lowest level since February 2016, at 20.1% of the total workforce in 

February 2019. Casual work has fluctuated between 19% and 21% of the total workforce over 

the past two decades. The number of casual workers has grown in line with total employment 

growth, from 1.7 million in August 1998 to just under 2.6 million in February 2019 (chart 4). 

Chart 4: Casual employees, number and share of the workforce, to Feb 2019 

 

*Data available intermittently from August 1998 to August 2014. Data available quarterly from August 2014.   
Source: ABS, Characteristics of employment; ABS, Labour force Australia, detailed quarterly, Feb 2019 

ABS Job Vacancies suggest employment growth will continue in 2019 

The ABS estimates that job vacancies rose by 9.2% p.a. to a record high of 244,900 in February 

2019 (trend). This comprised of 223,500 private sector vacancies, which have increased by 9.2% 

p.a., and 21,400 public sector vacancies, which have grown by 9.4% p.a. However, growth in the 

quarterly measure of job vacancies has slowed significantly, to +1.1% q/q in February 2019 

compared to +5.2% q/q in February 2018. Despite this latest deceleration, job vacancies remain 

at record levels. 

The ABS also estimates that the number of unemployed people per job vacancy decreased 

further, because job vacancies are increasing at a faster rate than the number of people who are 
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unemployed. The ratio of unemployed individuals to job vacancies fell to 2.7 in Feb 2019, which 

was the lowest such ratio since the onset of the Global Financial Crisis (in 2008). This ratio has 

been trending down since a recent peak of 5.2 in November 2014 (Chart 5).  

When the unemployed are added to those who are ‘underemployed’ (that is, in paid work but 

willing and available to work more hours), a ratio of ‘underutilised’ individuals to job vacancies 

can be calculated. This ratio indicated there were 7.2 ‘underutilised’ individuals per job vacancy 

in Feb 2019. Again, this was the lowest such ratio since 2008 and is substantially lower than 

during the last recession in Australia, when there were 28 unemployed workers for every job 

vacancy and 46 underutilised workers for every job vacancy (chart 5). 

As a proportion of the total labour force, ABS job vacancies are now at their highest level on 

record at 1.8%. This measure tends to 'lead movements in the unemployment rate by 3-9 months. 

It suggests the unemployment rate may fall further in the coming months (chart 6).  

However, other leading indicators of employment growth suggest slower employment growth or 

even a fall in the coming months. The changes in vacancies reported by the ABS - both over the 

quarter and over the year to Feb 2019 - are significantly higher than other measures of vacancies 

from the Department of Jobs and Small Business, ANZ and Seek. Of all of these measures of job 

advertisements, it is the only one that is growing (see Table 2). In line with these other measures 

of job advertisements, the employment indexes in all three of Ai Group’s performance indices 

have been declining in recent months. 

Chart 5: Unemployed people to job vacancies, ratio (trend) 

 

Note: This ABS survey was suspended between May 2008 and November 2009 
Source: ABS Job Vacancies, Feb 2019; ABS Labour Force, Feb 2019 
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Chart 6: ABS Job Vacancies as proportion of labour force and 

unemployment rate, to Feb 2019 (trend) 

 

Note: The survey was suspended between May 2008 and November 2009 
Source: ABS Job Vacancies, Feb 2019; ABS Labour Force, Feb 2019 

Table 2: Job vacancy data, Feb 2019 (trend) 

February 2019 
‘000s 

(trend) 
% change q/q 

(trend) 
% change y/y 

(trend) 

ANZ job ads 169.6 -0.7% -2.8% 

Internet vacancy index 179.1 -0.9% -2.5% 

ABS job vacancies 244.9 1.1% 9.2% 

Seek job ads N/A -1.9% -3.6% 

Source: ANZ Job Ads, Feb 2019; Department of Jobs and Small Business Vacancy Report, 
Feb 2019; ABS Job Vacancies, Feb 2019; SEEK Employment data report, Feb 2019. 
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Public sector engineering work slowed in second half of 2018 but there is 

plenty of engineering work yet to be done 

The ABS estimates that the real value of engineering construction work done in Q4 of 2018 fell 

by 4.1% q/q to 21.8 billion (seasonally adjusted and inflation adjusted). This was driven by a fall 

of 10.5% q/q in public sector engineering work, as large infrastructure projects are completed and 

new projects face delays or are smaller. Lower levels of public sector engineering work were 

somewhat unexpected for Q4 2018, since the state governments of Victoria and New South 

Wales are both midway through very large public transport and other major projects. 

Table 3: Engineering work done, real volumes, Q4 2018 

Seasonally adjusted 
$bn per 

qtr 
% share of 

total 
% change 

q/q 
% change 

y/y 

Total for the private sector 13.2 60.9 0.6  -6.8  

Total for the public sector 8.5 39.1 -10.5  -6.2  

Public sector work done by the private sector 5.8 26.6 -15.5  -10.0  

Public sector work done by the public sector 2.7 12.5 2.4  3.1  

Total work done 21.8 100.0 -4.1  -6.6  

Source: ABS, Engineering Construction Activity, Dec 2018 

As has been the case since 2002, the majority of engineering construction work done in 2018 

was by the private sector. Within this category, engineering work done by the private sector but 

for the public sector increased substantially in 2017 and 2018 but eased in the second half of 

2018 (Chart 7). Engineering work done by the private sector for the public sector fell by 15.5% 

q/q to $5.8 billion in Q4 of 2018 (real inflation-adjusted volumes, seasonally adjusted) but even 

after this fall it still accounted for 68% of all engineering work being done for the public sector. 

The fall in private sector work done for the public sector was particularly evident in New South 

Wales and Victoria, where it fell by 21.8% q/q and 18.5% q/q respectively (in nominal terms). 

Looking ahead, the infrastructure construction boom will continue in Victoria and New South 

Wales, with just over $40.4 billion of non-resources engineering work that is scheduled but yet to 

be done (that is, excluding mining related projects, including LNG projects). Although this is below 

the record high of $45.3 billion in Q1 2012, the outstanding pipeline of work for transport 

infrastructure and railways reached record highs in Q4 2018, while work yet to be done for utilities 

(electricity generation, transmission and distribution work) was at a five-year high. In Victoria there 

was a record amount of engineering work scheduled but still to be done in Q4, at just over $16 

billion. This is four times higher than the value of outstanding engineering work one year earlier.  

Major publicly-funded projects currently under construction nationally include the NBN, level 

crossing removals in Victoria, WestConnex in New South Wales and the Sydney and Melbourne 

Metros and major projects that will enter the pipeline include the East Coast Inland rail line, 

Melbourne Airport rail, Brisbane Cross River Rail and Badgerys Creek rail.  
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Chart 7: Public sector engineering work done per quarter, real volumes 

 
Source: ABS, Engineering Construction Activity, Dec 2018 
 

Chart 8: Work yet to be done by the private sector per year, nominal 

 
Note: The scale on the left axis is ten times the scale on the right axis. ‘Other’ includes pipelines, recreation, 
telecommunications, other heavy industry and other. 
Source: ABS, Engineering Construction Activity, Dec 2018 
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This week’s data and events, 25 – 29 Mar 2019 

Day Date Data/event Data period  Result 

Tues 26 Mar 
ABS research: Micro-Drivers of 
Aggregate Productivity 

2019 - 

  
RBA Assistant Governor Dr Luci Ellis, 
Speech to Housing Industry Breakfast 

- - 

Wed 27 Mar ABS Regional Population Growth 2017-18 (A) 
Suburb with largest population 
growth: Cranbourne East (+7,251) 

  ABS Engineering Construction Activity Dec 2018 (Q) 
Value of engineering construction 
work done: -4.1% q/q, -6.6% y/y 

Thurs 28 Mar 
ABS Labour Force Australia  
Detailed Quarterly 

Feb (Q) - 

  ABS Job Vacancies Feb (Q) 
244,900 job vacancies 
 +1.1% q/q, +9.2% y/y (trend) 

Fri 29 Mar RBA Financial Aggregates Feb (M) Total credit: TBA 

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

Next week’s data and events, 1 – 5 Apr 2019 

Day Date Data/event 
Data period  
due for release 

Previous release 

Mon 1 Apr Ai Group Australian PMI® Mar (M) Feb (M): 54.0 points 

  RBA Index of Commodity Prices Mar (M) 
Feb (M): +4.6% m/m, +15.4% y/y in 
AUD terms 

  ABS Crime Victimisation 2017-18 (A) 2016-17 (A): - 

Tue 2 Apr RBA Board Meeting Apr (M) Mar (M): Cash rate 1.50% 

  
Building Approvals, Australia, 
February 2019 

Feb (M) 
Jan (M): Total dwelling units 
approved +2.5 m/m, -28.6 y/y 

Wed 3 Apr Ai Group Australian PSI® Mar (M) Feb (M): 44.5 points 

  ABS Migration 2017-18 (A) 
2016-17 (A):  Net overseas 
migrations 262,489 

  ABS International Trade Feb (M) 
Jan (M): Exports $39.9bn, imports 
$35.4bn 

  ABS Retail Trade Feb (M) 
Jan (M): Nominal sales 27.0, +0.1% 
m/m 

Fri 5 Apr Ai Group Australian PCI® Mar (M) Feb (M): 43.8 points 

M = monthly. Q = quarterly. H = half-yearly. A = annual. B= Biennial. 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 2019) 
Jun 17 

e 
Jun 18 

e 
Jun 19 

f 
Jun 20 

f 
Jun 21 

f 
 

GDP, % change p.a., year end 1.8 3.1 2.4 2.7 2.7  

Unemployment rate, %, year end 5.6 5.4 5.0 4.9 4.8  

Inflation (CPI), % change p.a., year end 1.9 2.1 1.4 2.1 2.25  

Treasury MYEFO 2018-19 (Dec 2018) 
2016-17 

e 
2017-18 

e 
18-19 

f 
19-20 

f 
20-21 

p 
21-22 

p 

GDP, % change p.a., year average 2.1 2.8 2.75 3.0 3.0 3.0 

  Household consumption, % p.a., year average 2.6 2.8 2.5 3.0   

  Dwelling investment, % p.a., year average 2.8 0.1 1.0 -4.0   

  Business investment, % p.a., year average -4.0 6.0 1.0 5.0   

Employment growth, % p.a., year end 1.9 2.7 1.75 1.75 1.5 1.5 

Unemployment rate, %, year end 5.6 5.4 5.0 5.0 5.0 5.0 

Inflation (CPI), % change p.a., year end 1.9 2.1 2.0 2.25 2.5 2.5 

Wages (WPI), % change p.a., year end 1.9 2.1 2.5 3.0 3.5 3.5 

Terms of trade, % change p.a., year end 14.4 1.9 1.25 -6.0   

e = estimate f = forecast p = projection 
Sources: ABS various data; RBA Statement on Monetary Policy (SoMP), latest quarter; Australian Treasury, MYEFO 2018-19 (Dec 2018). 

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

RBA official cash rate, % Mar  (M) 1.50    -   AUD/USD exchange rate US$0.7077      ▲ 

Real GDP, % change p.a. Dec (Q) 2.3%  ▼ 
Oil price  
(WTI light crude, USD/BBL) 

US$59.50        ▲ 

Headline CPI, % change p.a. Dec (Q) 1.8%  ▼ Gold price (USD/OZ) US$1,290.88   ▼ 

Unemployment rate, % trend Feb (M) 5.0%  - 
Copper price  
(USD/tonne, LME spot) 

US$6338.00    ▼ 

 

Australian Industry Group monthly performance of industry indices 
Australian PMI®   Feb (M)                                                                                54.0 ▲ 

Australian PSI®   Feb (M)                                                                                44.5 ▲ 

Australian PCI®   Feb (M)                                                                                43.8 ▲ 
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 indices. 
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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