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WA’s economic performance continues to impress
WA’s AFL teams did not manage to make finals this year, but WA’s ability to host the 2021 AFL Grand Final came directly 
from the state’s success in keeping the COVID-19 pandemic at bay. Our relative freedom from COVID-19 outbreaks has 
maintained strong retail spending, and supported business activity especially in the resource sector. Export activity remains 
strong, despite recent falls in the iron ore price, with WA accounting for more than half of the nation’s exports by value. 

The WA government posted a healthy budget surplus of $5.6 billion in 2020-21, with an expectation of net operating 
balances of between $2 billion and $3 billion in the next two years. The strong operating result for 2021-22 was strengthened 
through revenues from royalties that grew $3.7 billion to $12.1 billion on the back of iron ore prices that remained over $120 
per tonne for the entire 2020-21 financial year and hit $230 in June. 

Business investment has slowed, but public investment has risen 
strongly 
Household spending provided much of the support to WA’s economy during the initial stages of the pandemic in 2020, before 
private business investment put a shoulder to the wheel in the first quarter of 2021 with growth of 10.8 per cent over the 
March 2021 quarter. 

However, the latest ABS state accounts data shows that public investment has played a vital role in supporting the states’ 
economies over the June 2021 quarter. Public gross fixed capital formation in WA increased by 11.7 per cent over the quarter, 
with double digit public investment growth in Victoria and South Australia. Increased road infrastructure spending drove much 
of WA’s public investment growth over this latest quarter.  

Government spending and public investment will help support economic growth and boost productivity in Australia over 
the longer term. However, recent lockdown episodes show that Federal and State governments cannot continue to do this 
indefinitely - private business activity and investment will both need to contribute consistently in order for WA’s economic 
growth to be sustained.

Lockdowns hurt… 
The loss in retail trade in WA was close to $170 million from the first February lockdown, but the impact of later lockdowns 
appears to have been less severe, with consumption bouncing back faster than before.

The strong retail growth in WA contrasts starkly with a national picture that has seen retail turnover falling progressively over 
each of the last three months. Total retail turnover across all states dropped to just under $29.3 billion in August 2021, having 
fallen 6 per cent since May 2021.  

The economic impact of the longer lockdowns in the Eastern states are especially apparent when we compare the changes in 
retail turnover across states over the three months to August 2021. In New South Wales, retail spending dropped by a full 8 
per cent in the quarter to August. For Victoria, retail turnover fell by 4.2 per cent over the same period. 

But closed borders also come at a cost
The WA economy has been afforded some protection from closed borders over the course of the pandemic, with an economic 
performance that outpaces any other state in the country.

WA has more than recovered from the 100,000 drop in employment over the first two months of the pandemic. The state’s 
unemployment rate now sits at 4.6 per cent, in line with the national rate. Labour force participation rates have declined 
slightly, but vacancy rates remain high. 

But the combination of closed borders and strong economic activity, the latter fuelled by global demand and government 
stimulus, has led to something of a skills shortage in WA. And there is some evidence that labour shortages are starting to 
push wages higher, with annual wage inflation in WA rising to 1.6 per cent as at June 2021.
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Population growth will be needed to maintain WA’s economic recovery
WA welcomed just under 10,000 overseas migrants to the state in the March 2020 quarter, and nearly 29,000 over four 
quarters prior to the pandemic, an average of 7,200 each quarter. But the flow since then has been very much in the reverse 
direction, leading to a net population loss of nearly 5,700 people in the four quarters from June 2020 to March 2021. 

Slow population growth will prevent businesses from recruiting the workers they need, and will place downward pressure on 
retail activity, housing markets and economic growth. And a shortage of skilled labour will hold WA’s businesses back, and 
runs the risk of slowing down future economic growth. 

And yet the recent WA state budget projects growth of 0.8 per cent in WA’s working population during 2021-22. 

It’s hard to see how growing labour demands across a number of WA’s industry sectors will be met without stronger 
population growth during the coming year.   

WA risks losing its economic advantage if vaccination rates don’t rise
The state’s future health, border and population strategies are necessarily informed by a number of realities. First, any notion 
that hard borders will protect the state indefinitely from COVID-19 infection is misplaced. Second, lockdowns are costly, 
whether measured in economic, social or indeed health grounds. And third, the opportunity costs to WA from delays in 
meeting generally accepted targets for vaccination coverage are potentially severe. 

A report released by the Australian Treasury in August projects the national economic cost of managed community 
transmission at a vaccination rate of 50 per cent at just under $2.7 billion per week. However, the cost drops to an estimated 
$590 million per week if vaccination rates of 80 per cent are reached. 

WA’s 2021-22 state budget anticipates a net outflow in the 2022-23 of household spending once interstate and international 
borders reopen. This draws on an expectation that the value to the state from tourism, visitors and migrants to WA will be 
more than offset by higher spending from Western Australians on interstate and overseas travel.

Whether this turns out to be the case remains to be seen, but in any event it will be a short-term problem. More importantly, 
Western Australia risks being left behind by other states within Australia, and other countries around the world, that are 
making moves to live with the COVID-19 virus. 

The government’s hard border stance coupled with international border closures have closed off a vital source of skilled 
labour for the state, preventing businesses from recruiting the workers they need to keep pace with growing demand as more 
economies start to open. Low worker mobility and skilled labour shortages will also make the state less attractive to business 
investors. And for many migrant workers currently in WA, an inability to travel to visit family and friends in their home nation, 
or an inability to holiday abroad could make WA a less attractive place to work and live. 

If the WA community continues to show complacency in getting fully vaccinated, the state runs a very real risk of losing skilled 
workers, tourists and students to other states and jurisdictions that have moved more quickly to raise vaccination rates, and 
have opened up faster as a result.

Dr Daniel Kiely

Twitter: @Daniel_F_Kiely

Prof Alan Duncan

Twitter: @Alan_S_Dunc
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WA ECONOMIC OVERVIEW

How is our  
economy doing? Business  
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ECONOMIC GROWTH

State Final Demand (SFD) in WA increased by 1.2 per cent 
in the June 2021 quarter, marking the fourth consecutive 
quarter of domestic economic growth for the state (Table 1). 
WA’s latest SFD growth figures lag behind those for NSW 
(2.2%), QLD (2.0%), SA (1.8%) and Vic (1.4%). However, WA’s 
domestic economy started its recovery from the initial impact 
of COVID-19 in September 2021, a quarter earlier than the 
eastern states, so the stronger growth figures in the latest 
quarter for NSW, VIC and QLD are more reflective of these 
jurisdictions playing catch up.  
In fact, WA’s domestic economy in the latest June 2021 
quarter is worth 5.4 per cent more than in March 2020, 
before the pandemic really took hold. 
Government spending has played a vital role in supporting 
state economies across the nation in the quarter to June 
2021. Public gross fixed capital formation in WA increased 
by 11.7 per cent over the quarter, with double digit public 
investment growth in VIC (+13.2%) and SA (+12.8%). The 
key driver of WA’s public investment growth over the June 
quarter was increased road infrastructure spending, while 

defence investment was the primary contributor at a national 
level. 
Government spending will help support economic growth 
and boost productivity in Australia over the longer term. 
However, the public sector cannot do this on its own – 
private business investment needs to put its shoulder to the 
wheel. 
Private investment fell 0.5 per cent in WA over the June 
2021 quarter, but this comes off the back of strong growth 
in the previous two quarters. In fact, private business 
investment for the June 2021 quarter is 13.3 per cent higher 
than it was a year earlier. The latest quarterly fall was driven 
by lower construction investment in the mining sector as well 
as a slight decrease in ownership transfer costs, including 
real estate fees and stamp duties. A 4.5 per cent increase 
in machinery and equipment investment, primarily from the 
mining industry, mitigated a potentially larger fall in private 
investment over the quarter.  
 

State Final Demand

Notes: Chain Volume; seasonally adjusted; Australia data refers to Gross National Expenditure (GNE).

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 5206, Table 2 and Table 25.

How is our  
economy 
doing?

Quarter-on-quarter 
change (June 2021)

1.2%SFD

Table 1: Components of State Final Demand by state/territory, quarterly percentage change, June 2021

Household final consumption in WA rose 1.9 per cent over 
the June quarter, the second highest growth amongst all 
states and territories. A key contributor was the conclusion 
of the $600 electricity credit in March, with households now 
having to pick up their electricity costs directly. Expenditure 
on electricity, gas and other fuels rose by 98 per cent in the 
quarter to June 2021.  
NSW saw the largest increase in household consumption 

over the quarter at 2.1 per cent, driven by increased 
expenditure in restaurants and cafes. However, the longer 
lockdown restrictions in NSW that have since occurred will 
not have been captured in the June quarter. We expect 
household final consumption spending in NSW, and in VIC 
to a lesser extent, to take a significant hit in the September 
quarter. 
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ECONOMIC GROWTH

Figure 1: Components of State Final Demand by State, June 2021

Notes: Chain Volume; seasonally adjusted. NT chart for private GFCF shown on a separate scale due to volatility.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 5206, Table 2 and Table 25.
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Business 
Investment

BUSINESS INVESTMENT

-1.2%

The outlook for business investment at the national level 
is positive, with gains of 5.8 per cent and 2.4 per cent over 
the June quarter for non-mining and mining investment, 
respectively. The June quarter marks the second consecutive 
quarter where growth in non-mining investment has 
exceeded mining investment, but progress is likely to be 
stifled in the September quarter as lockdowns in NSW and 
VIC take their toll on business investment. 
Business investment in WA fell by 1.2 per cent in the 
June quarter, bringing an end to a three-quarter streak of 
investment gains in the state. However, on a year-on-year 
basis, business investment in WA remains strong at 7.4 per 
cent. 
The primary contributor to reduced investment over the 

quarter was a 5.4 per cent drop in non-dwelling construction 
investment, the largest component of business investment 
in WA. Investment in machinery and equipment rose by 4.5 
per cent in the June quarter, following a 21.5 per cent rise 
in the previous quarter. This has been driven by growth in 
capital expenditure in the mining sector and increased vehicle 
purchase from smaller businesses due to pent-up demand in 
the March quarter. 
Dwelling investment also rose by 4.5 per cent in the June 
quarter as a result of housing stimulus measures such as the 
$20,000 Building Bonus grant, along with a general pattern 
of recovery in dwelling investment driven by growing investor 
confidence. 

Business Investment

Quarter-on-quarter 
change (June 2021)

Notes: Chain volume; seasonally adjusted. Business investment is Private Gross Fixed Capital Formation, excluding Dwellings and Ownership 
transfer costs. The ‘other investment’ category includes Intellectual Property products and cultivated biological resources.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 5206, Table 2 and Table 30.

Figure 2: Business Investment, WA and Australia, quarterly, 2011 to 2021
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Household consumption grew strongly over the June 
quarter in WA, rising by 1.9 per cent. This marks the fourth 
consecutive increase in the state’s household consumption 
dating back to the September 2020 quarter. As mentioned 
earlier, a key factor behind this quarter’s growth in 
consumption in WA was the end of the state government’s 
electricity credit scheme in March. This caused a rise of 98% 
in household spending on electricity, gas and other fuels. 
Household consumption on transport services in WA rose 
by nearly 25% over the June quarter, with minimal lockdown 
restrictions leading to a rise in travel activity in the state.  

Household consumption in WA in the June 2021 quarter was 
2 per cent higher than in March 2020 before the onset of the 
pandemic. Household spending in VIC is slightly behind pre-
COVID levels, and NSW slightly ahead, with gains of 0.1 per 
cent and 2.1 per cent respectively in the June quarter. 
Consumer spending in NSW and VIC is likely to have been 
held back over the September quarter because of lockdown 
restrictions, but we expect spending to recover in the final 
quarter of 2021, especially in NSW with the state emerging 
from lockdown in October.  

CONSUMER SPENDING

Notes: Chain volume, seasonally adjusted.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 5206, Table 25.

Figure 3: Household final consumption growth, 2001-2021

Household Consumption

Consumer 
Spending

1.9%
Quarter-on-quarter 
change (June 2021)
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CONSUMER SPENDING

A breakdown of total household consumption growth in 
WA by industry subsector (Figure 4) shows that spending 
on electricity, gas and other fuels has doubled over the 
June 2021 quarter, for reasons discussed earlier in this 
commentary. Spending on transport services rose 24.5 
per cent over the June quarter, and spending on vehicles 
purchases increased by 9 per cent, with prices being driven 
up by supply constraints and stock shortages of new and 
used vehicles. 

Furnishings and household equipment spending rose 4.8 
per cent over the quarter to June, in a reversal of falls in the 
previous two quarters, while clothing and footwear spending 
grew by 3.3 per cent over the quarter. 
In contrast, spending on alcohol in WA has moderated, falling 
by 3.8 per cent over the June quarter. Food consumption also 
declined by 2.1 per cent. These trends may be related to WA 
residents having more opportunities to spend in bars and 
restaurants due to the absence of restrictions.  

Notes: Chain volume, seasonally adjusted

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 5206, Table 25.

Figure 4: Components of household consumption growth: WA vs Australia, June 2021
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Western Australia’s exports have fallen slightly from a 
historical peak of $24.4 billion in June to $23.5 billion in 
August 2021 as a result of the most recent iron ore price 
fluctuations (Figure 5 LHS). However, the cumulative value 
of WA’s exports for the three months to August 2021 is 
still around 12.7 per cent higher than for the previous three 
months from March to May.  
WA’s reliance on the mining sector remains an ongoing 
source of volatility vulnerability for the state’s economy. The 
iron ore price has fallen precipitously from its May peak of 
over $230 USD per tonne, and now sits closer to the WA 

budget estimate for 2021-22 of $121 USD. Geopolitical 
tensions remain an issue, and over the longer term, as the 
Chinese government looks to reduce its carbon emissions by 
2030, it will look to reducing direct steel production. 
The value of WA’s exports is unlikely to rise further in the 
final quarter of 2021, given the recent falls in the iron ore 
price. Coupled with ongoing geopolitical tensions in the Asia 
Pacific region, the importance of diversification - of trading 
partners as well as products and services – should remain a 
high priority for the state. 

Western Australia accounts for over 53 per cent of the 
nation’s total exports, and WA’s exports to China came to just 
under $15.5 billion in August (Table 2). This makes up almost 
two thirds (65.8%) of the state’s overall export value. Much 
of the growth in exports over the last quarter has come from 
metal ore exports, principally iron ore. 
As WA’s second largest export partner, Japan took around 
$2.6 billion of WA’s merchandise exports in August 2021 
(around 11 per cent of the state’s total exports). The value of 
WA’s exports to Japan has been recovering steadily for most 
of the year. Total exports to Japan for the three months to 

August came to $7.5 billion, 27 per cent higher than for the 
previous three months. 
Western Australia imported goods worth just over $3 
billion in August 2021 (Figure 5 RHS), with China, USA and 
Singapore featuring as the state’s top three import partners 
(Table 2). Total imports to WA for the three months to August 
came to $9.4 billion, having grown by 5.2 per cent compared 
to the previous three months to May. WA’s imports from 
China have fallen by 8.5 per cent over the quarter to August, 
but these have been more than offset by rising imports over 
the quarter from Singapore (+38%) and India (+126%). 

TRADE

Trading 
partners Quarterly change in WA 

exports by value (three 
months to August 2021)

12.7%

Exports and Imports

Figure 5: Exports and imports value, by state, 2019-2021

Notes: Current prices. Exports are showed in ‘free on board’ (FOB) values and imports in customs value.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 5368, Table 15a and 15b.
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Table 2: Top ten export destinations and origins of imports, Western Australia, August 2021

Notes: Current prices. Exports are showed in ‘free on board’ (FOB) values and imports in customs value.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 5368, Table 36e and 37e.

TRADE
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CONSUMER SPENDING

Retail trade turnover in Western Australia increased by 2.8 
per cent to $3.56 billion in the month of August 2021 on 
seasonally adjusted measures (Figure 6 LHS main panel), and 
by 2.2 per cent over the three months to August 2021 (Figure 
6 LHS inset). These results provide evidence of a strong 
period of retail trade growth in WA following the short, sharp 
lockdowns in February and April. The loss in retail trade was 
close to $170 million from the first February lockdown, but 
the impact of later lockdowns appears to have been less 
severe, with consumption bouncing back faster than before. 
The strong retail growth in WA contrasts starkly with a 
national picture, with aggregate retail turnover falling 
progressively over each of the last three months. Total retail 
turnover across all states dropped to just under $29.3 billion 
in August 2021, having fallen by $1.9 billion (6 per cent) since 
May 2021.  
Longer stay-at-home orders in the Eastern states have had 
far stronger adverse impacts on retail spending than the 
short lockdowns in Western Australia. This is especially 
apparent when comparing the percentage change in quarterly 

retail turnover across states over the three months to August 
2021 (Figure 6 LHS inset). NSW retail spending dropped by 
a full 8 per cent in the quarter to August 2021, including a 
monthly fall of 8.9 per cent fall in July 2021, while in VIC, 
retail turnover fell by 4.2 per cent in the three-month period 
to August 2021. Even though online retail trade activity 
reached $4.2 billion in Australia - an all-time high - it has not 
compensated for the overall closure of shops and restaurants. 
Breaking down WA’s retail turnover into broad commodity 
groups gives us some indication of which sectors of the retail 
industry are driving overall spending growth. Household 
goods retailing reached $634.8 million in August, $37 million 
above the six-month average for the sector (Figure 6 RHS), 
while cafes, restaurants and takeaway food outlets generated 
monthly turnover of $600.3 million ($33.9 million above 
the six-month average). But WA’s retail sector looks to be 
strengthening across the board, with some of the highest 
turnover growth figures seen in the state since before the 
lockdown.  

Retail Trade/Turnover

Retail Trade 2.2%
Quarterly change (three 
months to August 2021)

Notes: Chain volume, seasonally adjusted. Monthly retail turnover figures for WA are expressed in Chain volume equivalents.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE |  Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 8501, Tables 3, 9 and 12.

Figure 6: Retail trade turnover, WA and Australia, 2018 to 2021
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CONSUMER PRICE INDEX

The aggregate capital city CPI rose by 0.7 per cent for the 
quarter to June 2021, following the ongoing positive trend 
since September 2020. The CPI for Perth has seen one of its 
largest increases in recent history, rising by 1.9 per cent over 
the June quarter (Figure 7 LHS).  
Housing costs for Perth rose by 6.5 per cent over the June 
quarter (Figure 7 RHS). Much of this cost inflation has come 
in the form of larger electricity bills, with many households 
having exhausted the Western Australian government’s $600 
household electricity credit. However, rental costs have also 
played a role, with Perth’s rental CPI increasing by 2.6% in 
the last quarter because of low vacancy rates and the end of 
the moratorium on rental increases.  
Transport saw the next highest increase in CPI over the 
quarter (+3.2%). This has been driven primarily by fuel price 
inflation (rising 7.3 per cent this quarter), and continues the 
upward trend in gasoline prices after the initial slowdown of 
the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Health costs increased by 1.6 per cent over the June quarter, 
pushed by rising costs for medical and hospital services 
- potentially stemming from a lack of nurses and other 
healthcare workers. Furnishings saw a slight increase in prices 
(+0.8%) this quarter after remaining stagnant in the quarter to 
March. One of the main drivers for this rise was rising prices 
for furniture items (+2.5%) and fluctuations in the prices of 
glassware and tableware (+5.3%).  
Prices for clothing and footwear, and communication goods 
and services, both fell this quarter (by 0.9% and 0.7% 
respectively). In the case of the former, the drop seemed to 
have been driven by falling prices for fashion accessories 
(down 3.9%), and for the latter, the drop can be attributed to 
the ongoing downward price trend in telecommunications 
equipment and services.

Figure 7: Consumer Price Index (CPI), Perth and Australia, 2016-2021

Notes: : *Furnishings includes furnishings, household equipment and services. Index Base = 2011-2012. Major Australian cities. 
Seasonally adjusted values are used.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE |  Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 6401, Table 9.

Inflation
Quarter-on-quarter change 
(June 2021)

1.9%
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CONSTRUCTION WORK

The total value of construction work in WA fell by 1.9 per 
cent in the quarter to June 2021, driven by a 4 per cent 
decrease in the value of engineering work. The rise in state 
government expenditures on roadworks and Metronet 
provided welcome support for WA’s construction activity 
in the June quarter but did not offset the fall in engineering 
work in the mining sector. However, the small decline is not 
too concerning, given that it comes off the back of a 10.5 per 
cent rise in construction value in the quarter to March - the 
highest growth in any quarter over the past two years. 
The Homebuilder and Building Bonus stimulus packages 
continue to drive increases in the value of construction 
work done in WA, up by 3.1 per cent relative to the previous 
quarter. We can expect this trend to continue even after 
the end of housing stimulus measures. The backlog of 
work accumulated since June of last year due to increased 
construction demand, and shortages of construction 
workers and building materials, will quite likely keep this 

sector growing until the end of the year. And the recent WA 
government budget commitment to expand the state’s stock 
of social housing by 3,300 units over the next four years will 
inject even more fuel to the construction sector.  
Nationally, the value of construction work rose by a modest 
0.8 per cent in the quarter to June 2021. While engineering 
construction grew by 3.6 per cent for the quarter, it was 
offset by a 0.2 per cent decline in the value of new buildings. 
The value of construction rose by 0.3 per cent in NSW in the 
June quarter, with VIC and QLD both recording increases 
of 2.7 per cent. SA saw the highest level of growth for the 
quarter, recording a 4.2 per cent increase. This builds further 
on SA’s exceptional 14.5 per cent growth in construction 
value in the quarter to March. 
We expect national figures to worsen for the next quarter, 
with lockdowns in NSW and VIC likely to have had an 
adverse impact on construction activity.  

Value of Construction Work Done

Construction 
Work

-1.9%
Quarter-on-quarter 
change (June 2021)

Notes: Chain volume; seasonally adjusted. Preliminary data. The value of building work done includes the construction of new buildings 
and alterations and additions to existing buildings.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 8755, Table 8.

Figure 8: Value of Construction Work Done by state, quarterly change, 2010 to 2021
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HOUSING ACTIVITY

The number of dwelling units approved in Western Australia 
grew consistently from September of last year to April 2021 
(Figure 9 LHS). Approvals slowed down over the three 
months to July 2021 but picked up again in August. There 
were 1,999 new dwelling units approved in WA in August - 
an increase of 21 per cent over the month and 50.3 per cent 
compared to August 2020, but well below the 2,937 dwelling 
approvals granted in February of this year.  
The data nevertheless highlight a degree of activity in WA’s 
construction sector. The number of approvals in August 2021 
is still well ahead of the pre-pandemic period, when there 
was an average of 1,270 new units per month approved 
during 2019 in WA. 
Dwelling approvals for Australia have followed a similar, 
albeit less extreme path to WA over the course of 2021. 

National dwelling approvals rose by 32.4 per cent in August 
2021 compared to the same month last year, despite the gap 
between the two growth rates shrinking over recent months. 
One of the main drivers of the slower growth in dwelling 
approvals in recent months comes from the ending of 
applications for Homebuilder grants from April 2021. The 
absence of these stimulus measures will reduce incentives for 
families looking to build.  
All states except QLD (+9.5 %) posted a decline in the 
month of July, while all states bar NSW returned to positive 
approvals growth in August. Of these, WA featured most 
strongly, with dwelling approvals rising 21 per cent in the 
month of August 2021. However, NSW has recorded four 
successive months of negative growth in the number of 
dwellings approved.

Dwelling Approvals

Notes:  Seasonally adjusted. Annual monthly growth in Australia does not include the Territories.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 8731, Table 7.

Figure 9: Total number of dwelling units approved by state, 2019 to 2021

Dwelling 
Approvals

50.3%
Monthly year-on-year 
change (August 2021)
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Housing Finance 
Commitments

-1.0%
Month-on-month change 
(August 2021)

HOUSING ACTIVITY

The monthly value of new housing finance commitments for 
owner-occupiers has continued to decline after peaking in 
February 2021, with the market adjusting to the end of the 
stimulus measures. Following a 6.1 per cent increase in May, 
the total value of loans to owner-occupiers has fallen by 6.9 
per cent in June, a further 0.7 per cent in July and by 2.9 per 
cent in August. WA’s housing market looks to be stabilising 
after the initial post-lockdown boom, but the value of finance 
commitments is still well above the ten-year average. 
There has been a shift in how finance commitments are being 
used by owner-occupiers, away from the construction of 
dwellings and towards the purchase of existing housing and 
newly erected buildings. Loans for new dwelling construction 
fell by 34.3 per cent in WA over the three months to August 
2021 compared to the previous three months from March to 
May. This shows that the market for new housing is settling 
following the post-lockdown stimulus measures. But demand 
for housing remains strong, with loans for the purchase of 
existing dwellings stabilizing at just under $1.5 billion in each 
of the past three months. 
On the other hand, loans to investors are booming. 

Looking at year-on-year growth measures, the value of 
loan commitments to WA’s housing investors is 81 per cent 
higher in August 2021 than the same month a year earlier, 
and 117 per cent higher for the three months to August 
2021 compared to the same period in 2020. New housing 
finance commitments worth close to $500 million have been 
signed off to WA’s housing investors in each of the past three 
months.  
These levels of housing investment finance have not been 
seen in WA since 2015. The rising trend reflects the strong 
housing market recovery in WA and growing investor 
confidence in the future demand for housing, fuelled by low 
vacancy rates, low interest rates, increased demand for rental 
accommodation and strong economic growth. 
Housing finance commitments to Australian investors rose to 
$9.5 billion by the end of August 2021, representing growth 
of 92 per cent on a year earlier. Loans to owner-occupiers 
nationally hit a peak of $23.4 billion in May 2021 but have 
since fallen gradually, by 2.5 per cent in June, 0.4 per cent in 
July and by a further 6.6 per cent to $21.3 billion in August 
2021. 

Housing Finance Commitments

Notes: Seasonally adjusted. Major cities. New housing finance commitments exclude refinancing.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 5601, Table 4 and Table 14.

Figure 10: New housing finance commitments excluding refinancing, owner-occupier and investors, WA and Australia, 2006 to 2021
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HOUSING AFFORDABILITY

Perth’s residential property price index (RPPI) increased by 
4.8 per cent over the June 2021 quarter, following a 5.2 per 
cent increase in the March quarter (Figure 11 RHS). The RPPI 
in WA’s capital is growing at a rapid pace, and looks set to 
eclipse the all-time high in March and June 2014.  
And it’s not just Perth where house prices are booming; 
property prices are skyrocketing across the country. 
Sydney’s RPPI grew by 8.1 per cent in the June quarter, the 
highest RPPI growth since the June 2015 quarter (+8.9%). 
Melbourne’s property price growth is also strong, rising 6.1 
per cent over the quarter.  
Perth residents can now expect to pay a median of $545,000 
to purchase an established house (Figure 11 LHS), up 0.9 
per cent on the March 2021 quarter and just $7,000 short 
of the historic record of $552,000 in December 2013. But if 
rising prices provide encouragement for owners, the greater 
deposit requirements could create a barrier to entry among 
first home buyers. 

Property price inflation over the last year has been driven 
higher by strong demand fuelled by housing stimulus 
measures and supply shortages in the construction sector. 
Whether Perth prices will reach a new high next quarter will 
depend on the sales of established houses, and there is some 
evidence from ABS data on prices for new dwelling purchases 
by owner-occupiers that prices growth is beginning to slow. 
Regional areas have not been left out of the housing 
boom. Median prices in regional WA grew by 3.7 per cent 
to $420,000 in the quarter to June. In fact, median prices 
of established houses have risen faster in regional areas 
than in Perth on a year-on-year basis (28.4% compared to 
14.7%). This may be driven by housing shortages in the 
state’s regional centres, coupled with increased demand 
from families seeking to relocate to regional areas during the 
pandemic. 

Residential Property Price Index and established house prices

Residential 
Property Price 
Index

4.8%
Quarter-on-quarter 
change (June 2021)

Notes: Index, Base 2011-12. Major cities.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 6416, Table 4 and Table 7.

Figure 11: Median price of established house transfers in Perth and rest of WA, and Residential Property Price 
Index (RPPI) by state, 2010 to 2020
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HOUSING AFFORDABILITY

Rental housing costs in WA have surged since the 
moratorium on rents and evictions expired in March 2021. 
The rental CPI for Perth rose by 2.6 per cent in the June 
2021 quarter (Figure 12 LHS), the fastest increase since 
the September 2008 quarter. Rental prices are expected to 
continue rising over at least the next 6 months in the face of 
low vacancy rates and constrained rental supply across the 
state. 
Perth’s new dwellings purchases by owner-occupiers seem 
to have taken the opposite route, slowing down considerably 
to a small growth rate of 0.2 per cent for the quarter. The 
costs of purchasing new property may have peaked, with 

prospective buyers no longer able to access the government’s 
housing stimulus grants to help pay for building a new house.  
Meanwhile, growth in national rental prices has been sluggish 
at best. The rental CPI for Australia increased by only 0.1 per 
cent in the quarter to June. This continues a pattern that has 
been in place throughout the year, and there is unlikely to be 
much change in the September quarter given the lockdowns 
in place in NSW and VIC. 
Nationally, the CPI for new dwelling purchases by owner-
occupiers has fallen by 0.1 per cent in each of the March 
2021 and June 2021 quarters.

Change in rents and new dwelling purchases by owner-occupiers

Notes: Index Base = 2011-2012.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 6401, Table 9.

Figure 12: Change in CPI for rents and new dwelling purchases by owner-occupiers: WA and Australia, 2020 to 2021

Quarter-on-quarter 
change (June 2021)

2.6%
Quarter-on-quarter 
change (June 2021)

Rent CPI

0.2%
New Dwelling CPI
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Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics No 6202.0

LABOUR MARKET IMPACTS OF COVID-19

WA’s labour market continued to recover strongly from the 
ravages of the pandemic. The number of employed people 
grew by 0.9 per cent over the month to August 2021, and by 
2.2 per cent between May and August 2021 (an additional 
30,000 workers).  
Full-time and part-time employment in WA have risen by 
5.3% and 5.7% respectively on year-on-year measures (Table 
3), with similar growth in full-time employment among 
women (+5.1%) and men (+5.4%). However, for part-time 
employment the gender patterns are quite different. The 
number of part-time female workers in WA increased by 9.8 
per cent over the year, but the number of part-time men 
reduced by 3.8 per cent. 

On the national stage, every state bar one recorded growth 
in employment on a year-on-year basis to August 2021. The 
exception is NSW, where the number of people employed 
has fallen by 2.1 per cent over the year.  
Western Australia’s unemployment rate in August 2021, at 
4.6 per cent, is at its lowest level since December 2013, and 
below all states bar Victoria (at 4.1 per cent). The number of 
unemployed people in WA has fallen by 30,400 over the year 
to August 2020, while WA’s labour force participation rate 
has increased by 1.5 percentage points over the year. 

Labour market impacts of COVID-19

Employed  
Persons Year-on-year change 

(August 2021)
(August 2021)

5.4%1,423,600

Table 3: Employment and unemployment, Australian states and territories, August 2021
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LABOUR MARKET IMPACTS OF COVID-19

Figure 13 compares trends in job vacancies for WA and 
Australia, using the monthly internet vacancy index produced 
by the Australian Government National Skills Commission. 
The index is designed to examine the demand side of the 
labour market and gives a better perspective on distortions in 
the market due to unmet demand, skills shortages, and skills 
mismatch. 
Growth in internet vacancies slowed down somewhat this 
quarter, with the internet vacancies index falling by 10 per 
cent nationally. However, the internet vacancy index remains 

well above the pre-pandemic long term average and suggests 
a skills shortage nationally. For WA, the Internet Vacancy 
Index is higher than that reported nationally. 
This labour and skills shortage will be felt harder for some 
industries. Only three of WA’s eight major industries saw 
a growth in internet vacancies this quarter (Figure 13 
RHS), namely professionals (+5.1%), managers (+9.1%) and 
machinery operators and drivers (+1.1%). The latter saw a 5.6 
per cent decline nationally. 

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. Internet Vacancy Index is scaled to 100 in January 2006.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Government National Skills Commission. 

Figure 13: Change in job advertisements, WA and Australia, August 2021

Job 
Vacancies

0.0%
Quarterly change (August 
2021)
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WAGES

After a period of declining wages growth in Australia 
following the onset of the pandemic, there appears to be 
some evidence that wage inflation is starting to grow over 
the past quarter due to skills shortages and recovering labour 
demand. The national average wage price index increased by 
1.8 per cent this quarter, somewhat ahead of WA’s 1.6 per 
cent increase in the wage price index for June 2021. 
For this quarter, both Australia and WA recorded a 0.3 per 
cent growth in the average hourly pay rate. However, wage 
growth remains well below the ten-year average quarterly 
rate of 2.3 per cent. 
Ongoing travel restrictions and low interstate migration 

levels are likely to put further upward pressure on wages 
over the second half of the year. Furthermore, price inflation 
continues to outpace wage growth, and while the former may 
be temporary in nature, consumers’ purchasing power will be 
impacted, which may affect wage bargaining processes in the 
state.  
This recent growth in private sector wages, together with 
WA’s healthy budget surplus, may have contributed to 
the decision announced in the recent WA budget to bring 
forward the planned review of public sector wages. The 
review is to be completed by the end of the year, with new 
wages policies implemented from 2022.  

Wages

Notes: Hourly rates of pay do not included bonuses.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 6345.

Figure 14: Wage growth, WA and Australia, 2000 to 2021

Wages
Quarter-on-quarter 
change (June 2021)

0.3%
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POPULATION

Population data to March 2021 shows that while WA’s 
population growth remains positive, the trajectory has 
continued to decline since the start of the pandemic. WA’s 
population rose by a marginal 0.2 per cent for the quarter, 
continuing the three-year low. This growth came primarily 
from the natural increase (births minus deaths) with a small 
positive net interstate migration of 1,639 also playing a role.  
However, net overseas migration continued to be in the 
red for the March 2021 quarter, with a net outflow of 697 
people. This is not unexpected with border closures, but 
it is nonetheless worrying in the face of a skills shortage 

– especially given that WA welcomed just under 10,000 
overseas migrants to the state in the March 2020 quarter, 
and nearly 29,000 over the four most recent pre-pandemic 
quarters. Interstate migration is picking up some of the gap, 
but overseas migration has always been a critical source of 
skilled workers for WA’s resource sector.  
The recent WA state budget projects growth of 0.8 per cent 
in WA’s working population during 2021-22. However, it is 
hard to see how growing labour demands across a number 
of WA’s industry sectors will be met without stronger 
population growth during the coming year.  

Population

Population 
Change

0.2%
Quarter-on-quarter 
change (March 2021)

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Authors’ calculations from ABS Cat 3101.0, Table 2, 4.

Figure 15: Annual population growth and components of population change, 2011 to 2021



  

About the Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre
The Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre is an independent economic and social research organisation located 
within the Curtin Business School at Curtin University. The Centre was established in 2012 through the generous 
support of Bankwest, a division of the Commonwealth Bank of Australia. The Centre’s core mission is to deliver 
high quality, accessible research that enhances our understanding of key economic and social issues that 
contribute to the wellbeing of West Australian families, businesses and communities.

The Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre is the first research organisation of its kind in Western Australia, and 
draws great strength and credibility from its partnership with Bankwest, Curtin University and the Western 
Australian government.

The Centre brings a unique philosophy to research on the major economic issues facing the state. By bringing 
together experts from the research, policy and business communities at all stages of the process – from 
framing and conceptualising research questions, through the conduct of research, to the communication and 
implementation of research findings – we ensure that our research is relevant, fit for purpose, and makes a 
genuine difference to the lives of Australians, both in WA and nationally.

The Centre is able to capitalise on Curtin University’s reputation for excellence in economic modelling, 
forecasting, public policy research, trade and industrial economics and spatial sciences. Centre researchers have 
specific expertise in economic forecasting, quantitative modelling, micro-data analysis and economic and social 
policy evaluation. The Centre also derives great value from its close association with experts from the corporate, 
business, public and not-for-profit sectors. 



  

Disclaimer
While every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of this document, the uncertain nature of economic 
data, forecasting and analysis means that the centre, Curtin University and/or Bankwest are unable to make 
any warranties in relation to the information contained herein. Any person who relies on the information 
contained in this document does so at their own risk. The centre, Curtin University, Bankwest, and/ or their 
employees and agents disclaim liability for any loss or damage, which may arise as a consequence of any 
person relying on the information contained in this document. Except where liability under any statute cannot 
be excluded, the centre, Curtin University, Bankwest and/or their advisors, employees and officers do not accept 
any liability (whether under contract, tort or otherwise) for any resulting loss or damage suffered by the reader 
or by any other person.

The views in this publication are those of the authors and do not represent the views of Curtin University and/
or Bankwest or any of their affiliates. This publication is provided as general information only and does not 
consider anyone’s specific objectives, situation or needs. Neither the authors nor the centre accept any duty 
of care or liability to anyone regarding this publication or any loss suffered in connection with the use of this 
publication or any of its content.

Authorised Use
© Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre, September 2021

Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre Quarterly Economic Commentary

ISSN: 2208-9373

This Quarterly Economic Commentary was written by: Alan Duncan, Daniel Kiely and Silvia Salazar from the 
Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre at Curtin Business School.

This report may be cited as: Duncan A, Kiely D and Salazar S (2021), BCEC Quarterly Economic Commentary, 
Issue #14, Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre, September 2021.

Special thanks to Alex Buckland and Austen Peters for their research assistance.

This publication contains confidential and proprietary information of the Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre. All 
of the material in this publication is for your exclusive use and may not be otherwise used or modified for, or by, 
any other person or sold to or otherwise provided in whole or in part to any other person or entity without the 
prior written consent of the Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre.

A standard hard copy of, or electronic subscription to, this publication entitles employees of the same 
organisation and same physical location as the subscriber to the use of its contents for internal reporting 
purposes only. Multiple user licenses are available for organisations with more than one location.



  

For media enquiries contact
bcec@curtin.edu.au

Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre
GPO Box U1987, Perth WA 6845, Australia 

ph. +61 8 9266 1744
e. bcec@curtin.edu.au
w.   bcec.edu.au

https://www.facebook.com/BankwestCurtinEC/
https://twitter.com/BankwestCurtin
https://www.linkedin.com/company-beta/7959548/

