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1 A growth agenda for the Hunter 

Executive Summary 
 

This report identifies key population factors in the Hunter region that need to be considered to 

deliver a growth agenda.  

Since 2001 the Hunter region has grown from 628,000 people to just over 730,000 by 2017, with 

most growth (84%) in Greater Newcastle. The Hunter region has an ageing population, with the 

fastest growth in the past decade seen in the oldest age group (85 years and older). There will 

be continuing future demand for services and infrastructure associated with older ages and 

presents an opportunity to develop best-in-class  models for active ageing and innovative 

service delivery for people needing higher levels of care.   

Despite an older age profile, migration has driven continued growth for the Hunter, both internal 

and overseas.  For the past 10 years net migration, or the balance between in and out moves 

across Australia and overseas, has been responsible for two-thirds of the Hunter’s growth.   

Two groups dominate net internal migration gains to the Hunter: those in the peri-retirement 

ages and families with primary and teenage children. For family migrants, there is an opportunity 

to develop those assets and amenities, including jobs, that are ‘pull factors’ to attract others, as 

well as ensure those who move to the Hunter want to and are able to stay.   

A focus on assets that mean people who move to the Hunter stay there could also stop the 

significant out-migration seen among those in their late 20s. This is the only group who saw net 

migration decline between 2011 and 2016, likely driven by the need for post-study employment. 

Because employment is an important correlate of internal and overseas migration, further 

developing local employment will be important to keep new arrivals in the area. 

The arrival of young people for tertiary education offers an opportunity to develop industries that 

will exploit those qualifications. The dominance of service-type industries shows where 

economic development efforts could be prioritised.  

Overseas migration has also been critical for population growth, offsetting net internal migration 

declines in some areas. Over half of the region’s overseas migration growth is centred in the City 

of Newcastle, reflecting the role of the university providing education to international students.  

Not only are there  immediate impacts of overseas migration, it interacts with internal migration. 

Between 2011 and 2016 15% of in-migrants from within Australia were born overseas. There are 

long-term flow on effects of international migration for the Hunter region. 

Population projections prepared for this report show that continued migration to the region at 

current levels and stable trends for births and deaths, means the Hunter region is likely to grow 

by 175,600 people over the next 25 years. Most of this growth will be centred in Greater 

Newcastle. Fastest growth is projected for all ages 70 years and older. This changing age profile 

will see a dramatic increase in the dependency ratio for the Hunter region. 

Five projection scenarios were prepared, with a focus on changing migration levels. Not 

surprisingly, changes to migration levels will affect future population growth in the region. 

Moreover, lower levels of migration (whether overseas migration, internal or a combination) lead 

to higher dependency ratios in the future.  
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Introduction 
 

This report outlines key drivers of population growth in the Hunter region, with a focus on 

Greater Newcastle. It identifies population factors that need to be considered to deliver a growth 

agenda for the region.  

There are four sections: 

1) An overview of historical drivers of population change in the Hunter region  
2) A summary of socio-economic factors that influence population, with a particular focus 

on employment 
3) A focus on migration to, from and within the region 
4) An assessment of implications for the future based on population projections for the 

region and scenarios that would meet aspirations for growth. 
 

Greater Newcastle and the Hunter region 
 

The Hunter region is made up of 10 Councils located around the Manning and Hunter River 

Valleys: 

• Cessnock City Council 

• Dungog Shire Council 

• MidCoast Council 

• Lake Macquarie City Council 

• Maitland City Council 

• Muswellbrook Shire Council 

• City of Newcastle  

• Port Stephens Council 

• Singleton Council 

• Upper Hunter Shire Council 

The gateway to the region is via Newcastle with its deep-water port and airport linked to 

Australia’s major road network. The City of Newcastle and the surrounding Councils of 

Cessnock, Lake Macquarie, Maitland and Port Stephens make up Greater Newcastle.  Greater 

Newcastle is a focus in this report because of its influence driving population and economic 

growth across the Hunter region.   
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Drivers of population change  
 

Population growth  
 

Since 2001 the Hunter region has grown from 628,000 people to just over 730,000 by 2017. 

Most of the Hunter’s growth (84%) has been driven by the five LGAs that make up Greater 

Newcastle. Both Maitland and Newcastle have grown by more than 20,000 people during the 

past 16 years, with the pace of growth in Maitland faster than anywhere else in the region.   

 

Figure 1: Population change, 2001 to 2017, LGAs in the Hunter Region 

 

Source: ABS.Stat, ERP by LGA, Age and Sex, 2001 to 2017 

 

Among the smaller Councils in the region, while the populations today are bigger by one to two 

thousand people compared to 16 years’ ago, data for recent years show small declines. Dungog 

is the exception, with continued growth since 2007 following a period of decline before this.     
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Table 1: Population estimates, 2001-2017, Hunter Region Local Government Areas 

 

Source: ABS.Stat, ERP by LGA, Age and Sex, 2001 to 2017 

Age profile 
 

The Hunter has an evenly distributed age profile, with similar numbers of people in each age 

group up to the late 60s. One in four people in the Hunter are aged under 20 years, and almost 

one in five are 65 or older. In Greater Newcastle there is a large number of people in their 20s 

compared to other age groups, reflecting the attraction of tertiary education for young people.  

The Hunter age profile reflects an ageing population, with the fastest growth in the past 10 years 

seen in the oldest age group (85 years and older), followed by the 65-74 year age groups. This 

increase in the number of people at older ages (called numerical ageing) is accompanied by an 

increase in the share of the population in these ages (called structural ageing). Since 2006, this 

share has increased from 16 per cent to 19 percent in 2016. Numerical ageing is important 

because it gives an indicator of demand on services and infrastructure. Structural ageing tells us 

the scope of support needed from the rest of the population to provide services.   

 

  

Council 2001 2006 2011 2016 2017 

 Greater Newcastle 

Cessnock 46,823 47,426 52,485 56,720 57,521 

Lake Macquarie 186,353 188,503 196,811 202,332 203,376 

Maitland 56,055 63,505 69,924 79,063 80,989 

Newcastle 141,001 146,623 155,550 160,707 162,358 

Port Stephens 58,509 62,132 67,214 71,115 71,736 

Greater Newcastle 488,741 508,189 541,984 569,937 575,980 

 Upper Hunter and MidCoast 

Dungog  8,338 8,245 8,556 9,101 9,188 

MidCoast 81,291 84,579 88,818 91,801 92,462 

Muswellbrook 15,099 15,639 16,328 16,462 16,431 

Singleton 21,066 22,535 23,523 23,576 23,482 

Upper Hunter Shire 13,430 13,333 14,206 14,344 14,265 

Upper Hunter & MidCoast 139,224 144,331 151,431 155,284 155,828 

Hunter Region 627,965 652,520 693,415 725,221 731,808 



 

 

5 A growth agenda for the Hunter 

Figure 2: Age profile, males and females, Greater Newcastle and Hunter Region, 2017 

 

Source: ABS.Stat, ERP by LGA, Age and Sex, 2001 to 2017 

Of note are the small declines in population seen among those aged 35 to 49 and 10-19 years. 

Because children under 20 mostly live with parents, these declines indicate out migration of 

families from the Hunter region.  

 

Figure 3: Age profile, males and females, Hunter Region, 2006 and 2016 

 

Source: ABS.Stat, ERP by LGA, Age and Sex, 2001 to 2017 
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This overall age profile for the Hunter reflects differences across the region. MidCoast LGA has 

a much older age profile than all other Councils with almost one in three (30%) aged 65 and 

older. Within one in five people under the age of 20, MidCoast is also the only LGA with a 

dependency ratio over one (see Table 2). In contrast, Maitland and Singleton have relatively 

young population profiles with 29 per cent aged under 20.  

Newcastle stands out for its lower dependency ratio, reflecting a larger population in the so-

called working ages compared to the younger and older age groups.  

 

Table 2: Age profile indicators, Hunter Region Local Government Areas, 2017 

 

Source: ABS.Stat, ERP by LGA, Age and Sex, 2001 to 2017 

 

Drivers of growth 
 

Migration is an important driver of growth for the Hunter region.  For the past 10 years natural 

change, or the balance between births and deaths, has accounted for just over one-third of 

growth in the Hunter. The balance of growth across the region comes from net migration, or the 

balance between all in and out moves, both across Australia and overseas.   

Most of the Hunter’s natural change is driven by Greater Newcastle with a larger population and 

younger age profile. Overwhelmingly, however, Greater Newcastle has grown because of net 

migration (Figure 4).  

  

 Number persons Per cent of 

population 

Dependency 

ratio(1) 

Council <20 65+ <20 65+ 

 Greater Newcastle 

Cessnock 15,658 9,137 27% 16% 0.76 

Lake Macquarie 50,814 40,770 25% 20% 0.82 

Maitland 23,142 11,349 29% 14% 0.74 

Newcastle 37,085 24,816 23% 15% 0.62 

Port Stephens 17,338 16,245 24% 23% 0.88 

Greater Newcastle 144,037 102,317 25% 18% 0.75 

 Upper Hunter and MidCoast 

Dungog  2,339 1,816 25% 20% 0.83 

MidCoast 19,727 27,450 21% 30% 1.04 

Muswellbrook 4,815 2,076 29% 13% 0.72 

Singleton 6,721 3,001 29% 13% 0.71 

Upper Hunter Shire 3,815 2,581 27% 18% 0.81 

Upper Hunter & MidCoast 37,417 36,924 24% 24% 0.91 

Hunter Region 181,454     139,241  25% 19% 0.78 
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Since 2004 (the earliest year for which births and deaths data are published for LGAs), 

MidCoast has experienced natural decline. The continued growth for MidCoast is offset by 

migration (see Appendix A for data from 2006). In LGAs with small populations such as Dungog 

and Upper Hunter Shire, growth from natural increase is very small. In the 12 months to 30 June 

2017, for example, there were only 24 more births than deaths in Dungog, and 37 in the Upper 

Hunter Shire.  

While migration is an important growth driver for the region, there are areas experiencing net 

migration loss. Muswellbrook, Singleton and the Upper Hunter Shire have seen more people 

move out than arrive. 

 

Figure 4: Components of population change, Greater Newcastle and Hunter, 2004-2017 

 

Source:  Calculated by author using ABS.Stat, ERP by LGA, Age and Sex, 2001 to 2017 and births and deaths data 

from  catalogue numbers 3301.0 and 3302.0 (various years).  
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Understanding migration 
 

Migration is such an important factor affecting the Hunter’s population growth that this section 

focuses on key aspects that are important for continuing to grow the population in the region.  

Most of the analysis is based on data from the 2016 Census, using a question asking people 

where they lived five years’ ago and comparing it to their usual place of residence at the time of 

the Census. Where possible, migration estimates at the local level are used as published by the 

ABS. 

Internal migration 
 

Regional internal migration estimates have been available since 2007. They are prepared based 

on data from Medicare when people notify their change of address. These data show differing 

levels of migration in and out of each LGA in the Hunter region. These net migration estimates 

cannot provide an assessment of overall internal migration, because as shown below, there is 

significant movement within the region that affects individual Council areas  

Table 3: Net Internal Migration estimates, Hunter Region Local Government Areas, 

selected years 2007-2017 
 

Year ending 30 June: 

  2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 

 Greater Newcastle 

Cessnock 222 287 655 269 529 463 

Lake Macquarie -316 499 800 1241 882 48 

Maitland 701 434 711 804 1115 1132 

Newcastle  483 472 917 3 67 -829 

Port Stephens  519 313 636 580 828 315 

 Upper Hunter and MidCoast 

Dungog -100 88 116 209 81 64 

MidCoast(1)            888 

Muswellbrook  -167 -62 -4 -178 27 -222 

Singleton -239 -2 -105 -449 -318 -329 

Upper Hunter Shire  -114 -118 109 -36 -277 -154 
(1) MidCoast data are not available historically. Data for the former LGAs that comprise MidCoast are shown in 

Appendix B.  
Source: ABS.Stat, Regional Internal Migration Estimates by LGA2011. 

 
 

These data show that as a general rule, net internal migration gain is a factor that has driven 

past population growth in Greater Newcastle, while systematic net migration loss can be seen in 

the Upper Hunter.  
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Table 3 shows net migration loss for Newcastle in the year to 30 June 2017. A new methodology 

introduced for publication of components could be one explanation for this difference. Data 

released in coming years will show if this is an anomaly or indicative of a new trend. This net 

loss comes from significant in and out moves, based on an estimated 9,916 arrivals and 10,745 

departures during the year. Some of these moves would have been with neighbouring LGAs and 

reflects Newcastle’s role as a university city. A key challenge is ensuring there are the 

employment opportunities, alongside social and hard infrastructure, to retain arrivals in the 

region.  

 

 

One of the most important factors affecting population growth in the Hunter is the age profile of 

those moving to and from the region. The 2016 Census shows us that between 2011 and 2016 

there was a net internal migration gain of 16,900 people.  There are two main groups that make 

up this net gain (see Figure 5).  

The first group of internal migrants contributing to the Hunter’s population growth is those at the 

peri-retirement ages, with the largest net gains seen among people aged 60-69 years. In-

migration from people at these ages also contributes to the population ageing seen across the 

Hunter. It highlights future demand for services and infrastructure associated with older ages and 

presents an opportunity to develop best-in-class  models for active ageing and innovative 

service delivery for people needing higher levels of care.   

The second group of internal migrants contributing to population growth are people in the 30s 

and school age children. While the Census doesn’t collect information on why people move, the 

evidence of families moving together indicate lifestyle opportunities for parents are a factor here. 

Key amongst these are affordable housing, employment, schools and extra-curricular activities 

for parents and their children. There are two opportunities for the Hunter arising from migration 

of this group. The first is to further develop those assets and amenities that are ‘pull factors’ to 

attract other in-movers. The second is ensure those who move to the Hunter want to and are 

able to stay.   

 

  

 

MIGRATION AGE PROFILES ARE AN IMPORTANT INFLUENCE ON THE HUNTER 

POPULATION. TWO GROUPS DOMINATE INTERNAL MIGRATION TO THE HUNTER: 

THOSE IN THE PERI-RETIREMENT AGES AND FAMILIES WITH PRIMARY AND 

TEENAGE CHILDREN.  
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Figure 5: Movement of people to and from the Hunter Region, 2011 to 2016 

 

Source: ABS TableBuilder Basic, 2016 Census. 

 

A focus on keeping those people who move to the Hunter could also stop the significant out-

migration seen among those in their late 20s. This is the only group who experienced net 

migration decline between 2011 and 2016, likely driven by the need for post-study employment. 

This is a significant opportunity for the Hunter to focus on keeping this group in the region.  

In addition to age, there are also small gender differences (Figure 6). At the younger ages, 

women are both more likely to leave the Hunter compared to men, as well as move to the 

region. Actions that focus on attracting people to the Hunter, or retaining them once here, should 

ensure they reflect different needs of men and women. Key aspects include employment 

opportunities, safe communities, and access to appropriate extra-curricular activities.   

Important to note is the dominance of local moves for migration to the Hunter region. Almost 

three out of four people who moved into the region between 2011 and 2016 came from 

somewhere else in NSW. Of the NSW people who moved to the Hunter, 62 per cent came from 

Metropolitan Sydney or the Central Coast. Among those who moved from interstate, almost half 

came from Queensland.   
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Figure 6: Likelihood of Australian usual residents in 2011 moving to or from the Hunter 

by 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: ABS TableBuilder Basic, 2016 Census. 
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Overseas migration 
 

For the first time this year, ABS has published components of change data at the LGA level,1 

including Net Overseas Migration (NOM) estimates. For a person to be counted as an arrival or 

departure in NOM counts, they must have been in Australia for 12 out of 16 months or have left 

Australia for 12 out of 16 months. People are included in NOM regardless of visa category, 

country of birth or citizenship status.  

The NOM for the Hunter region comprises 3.6% of the NOM total for the state, and 1.4% of  

Australia’s NOM.  

Overseas migration is an important driver of population growth in the Hunter. All LGAs in the 

Hunter have seen growth from overseas migration, albeit small numbers in some Councils 

(Table 4). Over half of the region’s growth from overseas migration is centred in Newcastle, 

reflecting the role of the university providing education to international students.  

 

Table 4: Net Overseas Migration estimates, Hunter Region Local Government Areas, 2017 
 

Overseas 
Arrivals 

Overseas 
Departures 

Net 
Overseas 
Migration 

% share 
region's 

NOM 

 Greater Newcastle 

Cessnock 152 58 94 2% 

Lake Macquarie 1,072 407 665 18% 

Maitland 398 152 246 7% 

Newcastle  3,373 1,283 2,090 55% 

Port Stephens  410 156 254 7% 

Greater Newcastle 5,405 2,056 3,349 89% 

 Upper Hunter and MidCoast 

Dungog 10 4 6 0% 

MidCoast  366 139 227 6% 

Muswellbrook  115 44 71 2% 

Singleton 119 46 73 2% 

Upper Hunter Shire  85 33 52 1% 

Upper Hunter & MidCoast 695 266 429 11% 

Hunter 6,100 2,322 3,778 
 

Source: ABS.Stat, ERP and components by LGA, 2017. 

 

Overseas migration in 2017 offset  internal migration losses in Newcastle and helped mitigate 

some of the migration losses in Muswellbrook, Singleton and the Upper Hunter Shire. As     

Table 5 shows overseas migration has been an important contributor to growth throughout all 

LGAs, in some cases responsible for all net migration gains.   

  

                                                
1 These data differ to those presented above, which have been prepared by the author using published 
population estimates, births and deaths data.  
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Table 5: Net Overseas Migration as share of Net Migration, Hunter Region Local 

Government Areas, 2017 
 

Net Migration NOM share of Net 
Migration (%) 

 Greater Newcastle 

Cessnock 557 17% 

Lake Macquarie 713 93% 

Maitland 1,378 18% 

Newcastle  1,261 166% 

Port Stephens  569 45% 

 Upper Hunter and MidCoast 

Dungog 70 9% 

MidCoast  1,115 20% 

Muswellbrook  -151 -47% 

Singleton -256 -29% 

Upper Hunter Shire  -102 -51% 
Source: ABS.Stat, ERP and components by LGA, 2017. 

 

Overseas migration has a specific age profile, concentrated at the younger ages (see Figure 7). 

Among those living in the Hunter in 2016 and who were living overseas in 2011, there is a 

dominance of people in their 20s and early 30s. Of note is the dominance of Greater Newcastle 

for people moving to the region from overseas.  This reflects both the University of Newcastle as 

a drawcard for international students and the greater likelihood of this age group being eligible 

for work visas or permanent residency.  

 

Figure 7: Number of persons in the Hunter 2016 who were living overseas in 2011 by age 

 

Source: ABS TableBuilder Basic, 2016 Census. 
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The role of employment 
 

The labour force status of people who had moved to the Hunter from elsewhere (both in 

Australia or overseas) shows that employment is an important correlate of migration (Figure 8). 

While the Census data cannot tell us if people moved for a job, the high level of employment 

amongst those who moved indicates that having work is an important influence on the decision 

to move.  

Among those who moved who were in the labour force (employed or unemployed and actively 

seeking work) in 2016, one in four were in a professional occupation. Professional occupations 

were reported nearly twice as much as the next most reported occupations of technicians and 

trade workers, and community and personal service workers (Figure 9).   

In relation to the industry of employment among people who moved to the Hunter between 2011 

and 2016, the dominant industry was health care and social assistance (Figure 10). This 

indicates the importance of migration for meeting demand on health and social services, which is 

likely to be higher because of population ageing. Service industries featured highly among the 

industry of employment of people who moved to the Hunter, reflecting the role of the services’ 

industries as an employer.  

  

 

OVERSEAS MIGRATION INTERACTS WITH INTERNAL MIGRATION.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: ABS TableBuilder Basic, 2016 Census 

15% of people 

moving to the 

Hunter from 

within Australia 

were born 

overseas 

Of the overseas born, 

most arrived in Australia 

before 1995: 

29% arrived 1946-75 

25% arrived 1976-95 

18% arrived 1996-05 

28% arrived 2005-11 
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Figure 8: Employment status of usual residents in the Hunter 2016 who lived outside the 

Hunter in 2011 

  

Source: ABS TableBuilder Basic, 2016 Census. (Excludes respondents ‘not stated’). 

 

Figure 9: Occupation of usual residents in the Hunter 2016 who lived outside the Hunter 

in 2011 

 

Source: ABS TableBuilder Basic, 2016 Census. Excludes respondents ‘not stated’ or ‘not adequately described’.  



 

 

16 A growth agenda for the Hunter 

Figure 10: Industry of employment among usual residents in the Hunter 2016 who lived 

outside the Hunter in 2011 

 

 

Source: ABS TableBuilder Basic, 2016 Census. Excludes respondents ‘not stated’ or ‘not adequately described’.  

 

These data give important clues as to work factors that could both attract new migrants to the 

Hunter, as well as retain them. While technology is changing both the types of jobs that are 

available, and the way people work in terms of being able to connect remotely to colleagues and 

clients, the dominance of service-type industries highlights where economic development efforts 

could be prioritised. The relatively high number of people moving from overseas who now work 

in the health care and social assistance industry is also indicative of how important overseas 

migration is as part of meeting service demand.   

The predominance of professionals among those moving to the Hunter indicates that developing 

the local economy requires not just jobs for the people who move, but also career opportunities 

for promotion, launching new businesses or other opportunities.  
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Socio-economic indicators 
 

Employment 
 

Compared to the whole of New South Wales as a benchmark, the Hunter region has a slightly 

smaller proportion of its labour force in full-time employment and a slightly larger share in part-

time employment (Figure 11). This is likely representative of the industries most prominent in the 

region, for example, part-time work or irregular shift work being more common in health care, 

retail and hospitality services (covered in more detail below).  

The Hunter region also has a higher proportion of its residents not in the labour force (40%) 

when compared to New South Wales as a whole (37%). This difference is likely due to an older 

population in the Hunter region. The key to alleviating this would be to retain and attract young 

workers to the region. 

 

Figure 11: Labour force status among usual residents in the Hunter region compared 

with New South Wales, 2016 

 

Source: ABS TableBuilder Basic, 2016 Census (Excludes respondents ‘not stated’ and ‘not applicable).  
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The industries for employment in the Hunter region are dominated by Health Care and Social 

Assistance, Retail Trade, Construction, Education and Training and Accommodation and Food 

Services (Figure 12). The dominance of these industries reflects the industries that in-migrants 

to the Hunter are employed in.  

 

Figure 12: Industry of employment among usual residents in the Hunter region compared 

to New South Wales, 2016 

 

 

Source: ABS TableBuilder Basic, 2016 Census (Excludes respondents ‘not stated’ and ‘inadequately described’).  

 

In the Hunter, industries that are more dominant compared to the whole of New South Wales are 

Health Care and Social Assistance, and Mining. Those that are under-represented in 

comparison are Professional, Scientific and Technical Services, Financial and Insurance 

Services, and Information Media and Telecommunications. This suggests that these industries 

represent a ‘gap’ in the industry mix. There could be an opportunity for the region to foster 

development in these high-skilled and attractive industries in order to attract skilled workers into 

the region. 
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This mix of industries has remained relatively stable since 2006 (Figure 13) although the share 

of workers in the Health Care and Social Assistance industry has notably increased. This 

represents a strength for the Hunter region. Conversely, there have been declines in the share 

of the population working in manufacturing and retail, both industries that can require lower 

qualification levels. These declines largely represent responses to new technology and business 

models. Investing in new businesses looking to meet consumer demand in new ways is a key 

opportunity here.   

 

Figure 13: Change between 2006 to 2016 in industry of employment among usual 

residents in the Hunter region 

 

 

 

In terms of the occupations of workers in the Hunter region in 2016, there are a higher proportion 

of Technicians and Trades workers, Machinery Operators and Drivers, and Labourers, 

compared to the whole of New South Wales (Figure 14). There is a relatively smaller proportion 

of workers who are Managers or Professionals. This pattern is consistent with the mix of 

industries prominent in the Hunter region.  

A key challenge for the Hunter is developing new industries and occupation opportunities. Given 

the emergence of new sectors and integration of new technology across all industries it is clear 

that past patterns of employment representation will not stay the same in the future.  
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Figure 14: Occupation among usual residents in the Hunter region compared to New 

South Wales, 2016 

 

 

Education 
 

The Hunter region has a high proportion of residents with a Certificate as their highest level of 

post-secondary education (more than 50% of residents), followed by a Bachelor degree (Figure 

15). Compared to New South Wales as a whole, residents in the Hunter region are less well 

qualified. This is consistent with the occupations and industries of employment that are most 

dominant in the Hunter region.  

In the current context of ongoing “disruptive” innovations impacting the future of work, 

employees with lower levels of occupational and educational training have been identified as the 

most vulnerable in terms of job security. This may be of concern given the high level of residents 

in the region falling within this category, However, fostering employment growth (e.g. re-training) 

to support growing industries in the region, such as Health Care and Social Assistance, may act 

as a protective buffer.  

Importantly, the arrival of young people for university degrees offers an opportunity to develop 

industries that will exploit those qualifications. This could include supporting start-up innovations 

and strengthening links between the University of Newcastle, Hunter TAFE and employers.   
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Figure 15: Highest level of non-school qualification attained by usual residents in the 

Hunter region compared to New South Wales, 2016 

 

 

Source: ABS TableBuilder Basic, 2016 Census (Excludes respondents ‘not applicable’, ‘not stated’ and ‘inadequately 

described’).  

 

Cultural Diversity 
 

In 2016, 89% of the residents in the Hunter region were born in Australia. This is less culturally 

diverse than New South Wales as a whole where 70% of residents were Australia. Figure 16 

shows that the Hunter region has a relatively higher proportion of residents born in North-West 

Europe and relatively smaller proportions born in North Africa, Middle East and Asia countries.  
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Figure 16: Country of birth, excluding Australia, among usual residents in the Hunter 

2016 compared to New South Wales 

 

 

Note: Figure excludes residents born in Australia. 

Source: ABS TableBuilder Basic, 2016 Census (Excludes respondents ‘not stated’ and ‘supplementary codes’).  

 

Although the size of the overseas-born community within Hunter is relatively small, some 

communities have grown quickly in the decade to 2016. In particular, residents born in Southern 

and Central Asia (e.g. Indian, Afghanistan) have tripled, and East Asia (e.g. China, Vietnam) and 

Sub-Saharan Africa (e.g. South Africa, Ghana) have close to doubled (Figure 17). This shows 

some communities are growing fast contributing to increased cultural diversity in the Hunter 

region.  
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Figure 17: Change between 2006 to 2016 in country of birth, excluding Australia, among 

usual residents in the Hunter 

 

 

Note: Figure excludes residents born in Australia. 

Source: ABS TableBuilder Basic, 2016 Census and 2006 Census (Excludes respondents ‘not stated’ and 

‘supplementary codes’).  
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The future 
 

Projections have been prepared for Greater Newcastle, and the Hunter region to provide an 

overview of likely future population growth. A bi-regional population projection model developed 

by Dr Tom Wilson2 has been used whereby the population for the region is projected alongside 

the rest of Australia. This means in and out migration flows can be modelled allowing for 

exchanges between the region and the rest of the country. Headline assumptions have been set 

(see Appendix C) and behind each assumption the relevant age profile modelling the likelihood 

of that event taking place for males and females is included.  

These projections provide the baseline for modelling the likely impact of factors that could 

change the growth aspirations of the Councils in the Hunter region. Because of the important 

contribution of migration to historical growth, these scenarios explore the impact of changed 

levels of migration. Results presented for Upper Hunter and MidCoast have been taken as the 

difference between the Hunter and Greater Newcastle projections, not from an independent 

projection model.  

Two factors are highlighted in presenting these projections: the projected population size, and 

importantly, the population age profile. It is the age structure across the Hunter that will affect the 

likelihood of continued growth and provide insights into opportunities for employment growth.  

 

Baseline projections  
 

The baseline projections are based for the most part on current levels of migration staying the 

same, relatively stable fertility and small increases in life expectancy at birth. They show 

continued growth for the Hunter region with the population growing from 725,200 in 2016 to 

900,850 by 2041. Reflecting current distribution patterns, most of this growth will be centred in 

Greater Newcastle with the population growing from 569,950 in 2016 to 734,400  by 2041.  

 

                                                
2 Wilson, Tom. (2014). Simplifying Local Area Population and Household Projections with POPART. 

10.1007/978-94-017-8990-5_3. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/279535297_Simplifying_Local_Area_Population_and_Househol

d_Projections_with_POPART 

 

BASED ON CONTINUED MIGRATION TO THE REGION AND STABLE TRENDS FOR 

BIRTHS AND DEATHS, THE HUNTER REGION IS LIKELY TO GROW BY  175,600 

PEOPLE OVER THE NEXT 25 YEARS.  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/279535297_Simplifying_Local_Area_Population_and_Household_Projections_with_POPART
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/279535297_Simplifying_Local_Area_Population_and_Household_Projections_with_POPART
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Across the Hunter there is faster growth projected for all ages 70 years and older. The oldest 

age groups (80 and older) are expected to be 50 per cent  bigger again compared to the current 

population at those ages. 

 

Figure 18: Hunter region population by age and sex, 2016 and 2041 

 

 

Source: Author’s own calculations. 

 

This changing age profile will see a dramatic increase in the dependency ratio for the Hunter 

region, defined here as the ratio of persons under 20 and 65 years and older (those outside the 

so-called working ages) to the population 20-64 years. The younger age profile and higher 

migration gains seen for Greater Newcastle shows that while the dependency ratio is likely to 

remain below one in this area, for the Upper Hunter and MidCoast there is likely to be more 

people outside the working ages (so-called) than within by 2026 (Table 6).  

 

Table 6: Projected dependency ratio, Hunter Region, 2016-2041 

 2016 2021 2026 2031 2036 2041 

Greater Newcastle 0.74 0.78 0.83 0.85 0.85 0.85 

Upper Hunter & MidCoast 0.89 0.97 1.06 1.11 1.16 1.17 

Hunter Region 0.77 0.82 0.87 0.89 0.91 0.90 
Source: Author’s own calculations. 
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Alternative scenarios 
 

The following scenarios have been prepared: 

1. NOM is halved reflecting policy suggestions from the NSW Premier. 
2. NOM and NIM is halved, reflecting potential slower outflows from Sydney and Central Coast 

as currently seen in the migration data. 
3. NOM remains the same but NIM is halved, reflecting continued priority for regional centres 

for overseas migrants but a slowing from Sydney and Central Coast as NOM is reduced in 
Sydney. 

4. NOM to the Hunter increases by another 1,000 per annum as overseas migrants are 
directed to regional centres. For the Greater Newcastle scenario, NOM increases by 890 
reflecting estimates showing Greater Newcastle was the recipient of 89% of NOM to the 
region in 2017. 

5. No migration (NIM or NOM) to show its contribution to the region’s population  

Not surprisingly, changes to migration affect future population growth in the region (Tables 7 and 

8). Moreover, lower levels of migration (whether overseas migration, internal or a combination) 

lead to higher dependency ratios in the future (Table 9). This is driven largely by the slower 

growth in the children’s population. Of note is that with no migration, the only growth comes from 

natural change and all age groups under 65 decline in size. The growth of the oldest age group 

slows without in-migration of people in the peri-retirement age. 

 

Table 7: Population growth scenarios for the Hunter region 
 

Population 
 

Growth 
 

% change 
  

 
2016 2041 No. % 0-19 20-64 65+ 

Baseline 725,200 900,850 175,600 19% 15% 14% 37% 

1 725,200 865,950 140,750 16% 11% 9% 36% 

2 725,200 818,200 93,000 11% 5% 4% 33% 

3 725,200 853,050 127,850 15% 10% 8% 34% 

4 725,200 931,950 206,750 22% 19% 17% 37% 

5 725,200 751,450 26,200 3% -3% -3% 25% 

Source: Author’s own calculations. 

 

Table 8: Population growth scenarios for the Greater Newcastle region 
 

Population 
 

Growth 
 

% change 
  

 
2016 2041 No. % 0-19 20-64 65+ 

Baseline 569,950 734,400 164,450 22% 19% 18% 38% 

1 569,950 706,400 136,450 19% 16% 14% 37% 

2 569,950 665,050 95,100 14% 10% 8% 34% 

3 569,950 693,000 123,100 18% 14% 12% 35% 

4 569,950 762,200 192,250 25% 23% 21% 38% 

5 569,950 599,300 29,350 5% -3% -2% 29% 

Source: Author’s own calculations. 
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Table 9: Dependency ratios from scenarios for Hunter region and Greater Newcastle 

 Hunter Region Greater Newcastle  
2016 2041 2016 2041 

Baseline 0.77 0.90 0.74 0.85 

1: NOM halved 0.77 0.92 0.74 0.87 

2: NOM & NIM halved 0.77 0.93 0.74 0.88 

3: NIM halved 0.77 0.91 0.74 0.86 

4: NOM increases 0.77 0.89 0.74 0.84 

5: No migration 0.77 0.90 0.74 0.87 

Source: Author’s own calculations. 

 

Lower levels of migration have disproportionately more impact on areas outside Greater 

Newcastle. In particular where internal migration is lower and not offset by overseas migration 

(scenarios 2 and 5). These results indicate that while overseas migration has had a small role in 

driving population growth in the Upper Hunter and MidCoast, it is an important factor for 

deferring population decline.  

 

Table 10: Projected population growth Hunter region and sub-regions 
 

Population growth 2016-2041 
 

 
Hunter Greater Newcastle Upper Hunter & MidCoast 

Baseline        175,600         164,450         11,150  

1: NOM halved        140,750         136,450            4,300  

2: NOM & NIM 
halved 

          
93,000  

          95,100  -        2,100  

3: NIM halved        127,850         123,100            4,750  

4: NOM increases        206,750         192,250         14,500  

5: No migration           
26,200  

          29,350  -        3,150  

Source: Author’s own calculations. 
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Appendix A: Components of population change by 

LGA, 2007-2017 
 

 Natural change to 30 June 

 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Cessnock  251 345 335 284 304 345 318 265 263 288 282 

Dungog  23 23 18 32 14 -2 7 16 15 11 24 

Lake Macquarie  576 638 693 652 620 616 607 471 393 480 396 

Maitland  611 663 594 603 674 643 663 623 575 604 590 

MidCoast -97 -80 -22 9 -108 -210 -244 -358 -365 -409 -411 

Muswellbrook  176 165 159 163 184 195 180 142 155 178 140 

Newcastle  647 639 643 694 770 812 761 526 390 464 464 

Port Stephens  284 314 316 297 265 268 274 188 123 109 83 

Singleton 178 186 181 203 210 214 224 179 170 187 161 

Upper Hunter Shire  78 73 62 75 81 56 50 63 49 38 37 

Greater Newcastle 2,368 2,598 2,580 2,528 2,632 2,683 2,622 2,071 1,743 1,944 1,814 

Hunter 2,726 2,964 2,976 3,009 3,013 2,936 2,838 2,112 1,766 1,948 1,764 

            

 Net migration (residual annual change) to 30 June 

 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Cessnock  626 656 580 803 878 488 668 536 523 544 520 

Dungog  -23 18 112 11 85 103 128 111 75 83 63 

Lake Macquarie  593 1168 1414 1027 929 267 654 826 598 613 648 

Maitland  1028 439 431 690 689 1446 1196 1203 1104 1085 1337 

MidCoast 843 846 873 997 978 700 876 886 935 1172 1072 

Muswellbrook  -102 -129 -30 67 36 -125 -163 -126 -151 -151 -171 

Newcastle  1254 1391 700 895 1297 89 265 681 608 564 1188 

Port Stephens  1010 577 890 630 502 530 464 600 598 749 538 

Singleton -50 12 23 70 -22 -189 -215 -139 -181 -197 -255 

Upper Hunter Shire  -37 153 141 107 143 126 77 -69 -145 -106 -116 

Greater Newcastle 4510 4230 4014 4043 4294 2819 3246 3844 3430 3554 4230 

Hunter 5141 5129 5131 5294 5514 3435 3948 4507 3964 4356 4823 
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Appendix B: Regional Internal Migration Estimates, 

former LGAs comprising MidCoast 

Council, 2007-2016 
 

  Year ending 30 June  

  2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 
Gloucester  -9 -46 8 43 20 -23 -48 89 135 29 

Great Lakes 86 181 389 459 255 354 499 304 426 606 

Greater Taree 39 -39 88 14 442 250 484 87 389 494 
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Appendix C: Projection assumptions  
 

Headline projection assumptions are shown in the tables below, followed by notes explaining 

how assumptions were set.  

The assumption labels are to be read as follows: 

TFR   Total Fertility Rate (average number of births born to women of childbearing age) 

Female e(0) Female life expectancy at birth 

Male e(0) Male life expectancy at birth 

NIM p.a. Net Internal Migration per annum (the balance of in and out moves to the region 

from other parts of Australia). 

NOM p.a. Net Overseas Migration per annum (the balance of in and out moves to the 

region from overseas).  

Hunter region baseline projections 

Year 2016-21 2021-26 2026-31 2031-36 2036-41 

TFR 2.01 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 

Female e(0) 84.0 84.2 84.4 84.6 84.7 

Male e(0) 79.9 80.3 80.7 80.9 81.0 

NIM p.a. 3,372 3,372 3,372 3,372 3,372 
NOM p.a. 2,250 2,250 2,250 2,250 2,250 

 

Greater Newcastle baseline projections 

Year 2016-21 2021-26 2026-31 2031-36 2036-41 

TFR 1.97 1.97 1.97 1.97 1.97 

Female e(0) 84.0 84.2 84.4 84.6 84.7 

Male e(0) 79.9 80.3 80.7 80.9 81.0 

NIM p.a. 2,876 2,876 2,876 2,876 2,876 
NOM p.a. 1,800 1,800 1,800 1,800 1,800 

 

Total fertility rates 

Jump-off TFRs set as population weighted average of published TFRs for constituent LGAs. 

Thereafter the difference between the region and Australia was held constant based on current 

TFRs and the Series B TFR assumption used by the ABS 2017 Population Projections.3 

Age-specific fertility rates for relevant SA4s are used to set the age profile of childbearing.  

Life expectancy 

Life expectancy has been set using relevant SA4 data and the difference with Australia’s Series 

B assumption held constant throughout.  

                                                
3 ABS (2018) Population Projections, Australia, 2017 (base) – 2066. Cat No. 3222.0. Canberra.  
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The age surface that informs the projection model is from the Human Mortality Database.4 

Net internal migration 

Net internal migration numbers and the age propensity data that underpins the model have been 

set using data from the 2016 Census. Results from the question asking, “where were you living 

five years ago?” gives an indication of how many people moved in and out of the region over 

that five year period. NIM levels were held constant throughout the projection period.  

Note that these levels may be different to those indicated by the ABS regional internal migration 

estimates (RIME). However, RIME data are not published as a matrix allowing an overall 

estimate for the region.  

Net overseas migration 

The 2016 Census question asking where people were living five years ago gives an indication of 

how many people have moved in to the region from overseas. The Hunter had one per cent of 

all people in Australia who answered this question on Census night and who were living 

overseas five years ago. Based on this information, NOM was set as one per cent of the national 

NOM and held constant throughout the projection period.  

Census data were also used to inform the migration age propensities for overseas migrants.  

Note that NOM data itself is typically higher than the level of overseas migration indicated by the 

Census. There is insufficient data to indicate if this affects the share of NOM that goes to the 

Hunter region.   

     

     

 

 

 

                                                
4 See: https://mortality.org/  

https://mortality.org/
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About Astrolabe Group 
 

Astrolabe Group specialises in change management when people, planning and infrastructure 

intersect. 

We are a strategic consultancy anchored in collaboration and policy innovation to help you 

achieve outcomes in urban change and placemaking.  
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