
 

 

Vol. IX - Issue 1 - Mar 2017 

The CONUS  
Quarterly 



Conus Business Consultancy Services  Page 2

The CONUS Quarterly Mar 2017 

Editor’s Note 
 
 
This quarter we take another look at how the economy in our own Far North is track-
ing together with some discussion about the growth story in Queensland generally. 
 
Our Economics Blog is freely available and will keep you up-to-date with all the lat-
est news as it relates to the FNQ economy. Comments on the blog are often the cat-
alyst to further analysis and discussion, so if there are subjects that you would like to 
see covered in more depth in The CONUS Quarterly please let me know either by 
email or via the comments section of the blog. 
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As expected, the Australian economy once again avoid-

ed a technical recession (defined as two consecutive 

quarters of negative GDP) with a better-than-expected 

increase GDP of 1.1% for the 4th quarter of 2016, follow-

ing the 0.5% decline in the previous quarter. This took 

year on year growth to 2.4% (up from an upwardly re-

vised +1.9% in Q3) for an annual growth over 2016 of 

2.5% (unchanged from Q3). 

The Government and RBA will be pleased to see that 

the main drivers of growth were household consump-

tion (which was up 0.9% q/q and added 0.5 ppts) and ex-

ports which added another 0.5 ppts. Also encouraging was 

the fact that private fixed capital formation turned positive for 

the first time in the year and added 0.2 ppts.  

However, the fact that private fixed capital formation has 

been negative in all but three of the last ten quarters sug-

gests that there is still plenty of scope for more improve-

ment. Unfortunately the recent expected CAPEX expendi-

tures data gives little in the way of hope. The first estimate of 

expected CAPEX in the 2017-18 year is down almost 4% 

from the same estimate for 2016-17. 

 

In Queensland things also turned more positive. State Final 

Demand was up 0.9% q/q (+1.8% y/y) which was the 

state's best result since the final quarter of 2013. On an an-

nual basis over 2016 State Final Demand was up 0.4% 

which is the first positive plot for this measure since the third 

quarter of 2014. Here too households were the main contrib-

utors with Trend growth of 0.7% q/q while private fixed capi-

tal formation was also up 0.5% q/q.  

Trend State Final Demand data was somewhat less impres-

sive (+0.5% q/q) although the annual increase was the same 

at +0.4% 

The State Final Demand figures do not account for export 

data and as such tend to understate QLD’s growth, particu-

larly in times when resource exports have been very strong. 

We can therefore expect to see an even better result once 

the Queensland Treasury release their Gross State Product 

figures for the quarter (the ABS only produce their own 

4th Quarter Australian GDP 

Gross State Product data on an annual basis and there has 

been plenty of discussion in the past about which we should 

believe...see past Conus Quarterlies and blog posts for 

more on this topic).  

However, we are still waiting on Treasury to release those  

numbers for the September quarter (I have contacted Treas-

ury direct and as yet they are unable to provide me with a 

fixed date for the release of the Q3 data). As a result it may 

well be quite some time before we see the December quar-

ter data from Treasury. 

The chart below makes clear the recovery in private invest-

ment that we're seeing in Queensland. It also highlights the 

fact that total public sector demand (from both expenditure 

and fixed capital investment) continues to ease slightly. 

Any suggestion that the recovery we are seeing in Queens-

land is simply down to increased government spending is 

laid bare by the reality. The recovery is quite clearly largely 

down to household’s expenditure and private sector firms 

investing. Total private sector demand (expenditure and 

investment) was up 0.6% q/q in this quarter while total public 

sector demand fell by 0.2% (Trend basis). 

Total private sector demand has now risen for the past three 

quarters while the public sector data has fallen for the last 

two. Any pre-election increase in public sector spending is 

likely to further strengthen future quarters. 
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FNQ Economy Roundup 

Since our previous Conus Quarterly in December we 

have not yet seen the release of the third quarter 2016 

State Accounts by Queensland Treasury.  

We have contacted Treasury who inform us that, at this 

stage, there is no fixed date for the release of this data. 

We will be updating our blog with details as soon as 

they become available. 

Employment 

The Trend unemployment rates at both a national (5.7%) 

and state (6.1%) level have remained very stable over the 

past few months. 

However, in our own region we continue to see ongoing 

improvements in Cairns; and even some modest (and early) 

signs that things might have turned a corner in Townsville. 

The sharp divergence between Greater Brisbane and the 

Rest of Queensland that we’ve been highlighting for some 

months also appears to be easing. Although employment 

growth outcomes in the capital and regions remain signifi-

cantly different (Greater Brisbane –0.6%, Rest of QLD –

1.8%) the size of that difference is shrinking. 

The greatest difference remains in the full time employment 

sector. Greater Brisbane lost 6,700 Trend full time positions 

in the year to Jan 2017 while in the Rest of QLD that figure 

was 33,700. 

Fortunately for us in the Far North the story here is a bright-

er one. Trend employment growth in Cairns is running at 

+7.4%; and is almost the fastest in the state. The 8,000 new 

Trend jobs added over the year were almost equally split 

between full time and part time positions. 

On top of solid jobs growth the region has also seen Trend 

participation increase, which makes the decline in the Trend 

unemployment rate (to 5.9% in Jan) all the more impres-

sive. 

Youth unemployment in Cairns has been a running issue of 

concern for many years, but we are now seeing clear signs 

of sharp improvements here too. The Trend youth unem-

ployment rate now stands at 14.3%, which is only slightly 

higher than the average of the Rest of QLD and 7th highest 

in the state. During the year half of the increase in Trend 

employment can be slated to the youth sector. 

Even to our south in Townsville there are nascent signs of 

improvements. After a horror run of data in 2016 the new 

year has seen some modest gains. Trend employment 

increased by 600 in Jan to bring the annual decline to just 

3,100. While Trend employment is still falling at 3% pa this 

is the slowest rate of decline in 18 months for the region. 

The Trend unemployment rate has also come off its recent 

highs, although it remains the worst in the state at 11.8%. 

The Department of Employment Small Area Labour Market 

(SALM) data for the December quarter will be released 

soon and we expect that to show employment rates in the 

region’s Local Government Areas also having dropped.  

However, we should note that this SALM data is only pro-

duced on a quarterly smoothed 4 quarters basis and is 

therefore very slow to react to the changes in employment 

and unemployment rates already picked up by the Conus 

Trend monthly data series. 
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FNQ Economy Roundup cont.. 

Building Approvals 

The ABS will release their building approvals data at nation-

al and state level for January tomorrow and the regional 

data a week later; we therefore only have data up to De-

cember to consider at this time. What that shows us is a 

sharp slowdown at both state and national level. 

However, when we dig deeper into the QLD data it be-

comes clear that the bulk of the slowdown has been seen in 

the Greater Brisbane area as the unit approvals boom starts 

to unwind. 

The slowdown in the Rest of Queensland (where the surge 

in unit approvals was not seen in the first place) has been 

far more subdued. 

Nevertheless, this rapid slowdown in building approvals is 

likely to have consequences for state growth in coming 

quarters. The nature of approvals is such that they act as a 

good lead indicator of future construction work; often a year 

or more in the future. 

When we consider the Conus Trend data at the SA4 region-

al level we see that approvals continues to decline in 

Cairns, while the sharp drop in Townsville appears to have 

stabilised (at a much lower level than previously) Over the 

year Trend approvals in Dec were down 35.4% in Cairns 

and down 6.4% in Townsville. 

Within the Cairns SA4 region it is clear that the main rea-

son for the slowdown is being seen from the Cairns Re-

gional Council area (in which we include Douglas Shire).  

Trend residential building approvals in the CRC area have 

dropped to 47 in December; this is the lowest level since 

April 2013 and is a decline of 42% from this time a year 

ago. If we consider Trend approvals for the 12 months to 

Dec 2016 we see a decline of 11.5% in the CRC area. 

Other LGAs in the region have also seen declines. The 

Cassowary Coast Regional Council area sees Trend ap-

provals at just 4 in December; a 47.5% decline from the 

same time last year and a 28.5% decline for the full 12 

months. 

On a brighter note the Tablelands Regional Council (in 

which we include Mareeba Shire) has seen some improve-

ment with Trend approvals at 23 in Dec; up 11.9% from, a 

year ago and 10.4% better over the full 12 months. 
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FNQ Economy Roundup cont.. 

Tourism 

Tourism continues to be a bright star in the economic firma-

ment of Queensland, and TNQ in particular.  

However, since our last Conus Quarterly in December we 

have seen very little in the way of data releases; so there 

isn’t a great deal we can add to what has already been said. 

The Tourism Research Australia National and International 

Visitor Surveys for the December quarter are due for re-

lease in the next few weeks and we would expect them to 

confirm the ongoing growth of tourism in the TNQ region at 

both an international and domestic level. 

One area we will be keen to look at is the level of domestic 

expenditure in the TNQ region. This has seen declines in 

recent quarters (see chart below), albeit from elevated 

highs, and we hope to see that trend reverse in the next 

data release. 

What data we have had since December (ABS Short term 

arrivals and departures)  has shown a steady growth in the 

number of Chinese coming to Australia; even though the 

pace of that growth does appear to have slowed some-

what. 

As we know, China has become an incredibly important 

market for tourism in the Far North so continued growth in 

this sector (even at slightly slower rates) will be vital if we 

are to continue to see the region benefiting from the inter-

national tourism surge underway. 

We would also hope to see continued good growth from 

markets such as the US and Japan which have been per-

forming well in recent quarters. 
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