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Executive Director’s Note 
 

 

Welcome to the forty first issue of Economic Issues, a series published by the 

South Australian Centre for Economic Studies as part of its Corporate 

Membership Program.  The scope of Economic Issues is intended to be broad, 

limited only to topical, applied economic issues of relevance to South Australia 

and Australia.  Within the scope, the intention is to focus on key issues – public 

policy issues, economic trends, economic events – and present an authoritative, 

expert analysis which contributes to both public understanding and public 

debate.  Papers will be published on a continuing basis, as topics present 

themselves and as resources allow.   

 

This paper commences a series of papers on the international competitiveness 

of the South Australian economy with an overview of long-term trends in the 

labour market (and a reference to upgrading our skills and training system), an 

assessment of the competitiveness of industry sectors and trends and prospects 

in employment by industry. 

 

The authors of this paper are Assoc Professor Michael O’Neil (Executive 

Director), Lauren Kaye (Research Economist) and Mark Trevithick (Research 

Economist) of the SA Centre for Economic Studies.  
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1. Employment:  Historical and Current Perspective 

 

 

Total employment in South Australia increased by some 22 per cent and for Australia by 47 per 

cent in the twenty-four years to April 2014.  South Australia experienced ‘several interruptions’ 

to the long-term growth trend in employment during this period, notably as a result of the 

1990/91 recession followed closely by the State Bank crisis (1993), the dip in employment in 

1998/99 and the recent slowdown in employment growth in 2013 and into 2014.  Figure 1 shows 

how employment in both South Australia and Australia has increased over this period.   
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Table 1: Employment to Population Ratio: Percentage of the Civilian Population Aged Over 15 

Years (Year Averages) 

 South Australia Australia 

1980 55.8 57.6 

1985 54.7 55.8 

1990 57.9 59.3 
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Figure 4: Part-Time Employment: Proportion of Total Employment, South Australia and Australia, 

1990-2014, Trend Series (Per cent) 

 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force, www.abs.gov.au and SACES calculations. 

 

The inexorable growth in part-
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Unemployment  

South Australia’s unemployment rate has followed a similar path to the Australian 

unemployment rate with the peak of unemployment (South Australia:  11.8 per cent) occurring in 

1992 and incidentally, the highest level of unemployment since the beginning of the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics’ Labour Force publication (February 1978).   

 
Figure 5: Unemployment Rate, South Australia and Australia: 1990 to 2014, Trend Series (Per cent) 

 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force, www.abs.gov.au. 

 

Participation Rates 

The South Australian participation rate has consistently been one and a half to three percentage 

points below that of Australia since the 1990s and there could be a number of contributing 

factors:  our slightly older population, less confidence of those not in the labour force to enter the 

labour force and a consistently higher number of unemployed people which may also create a 

tendency to drop out of the labour force (Figure 6). 

 

In April 1990, South Australia’s participation rate was 62.4 per cent compared to 63.7 per cent 

for Australia, 1.3 percentage point difference between South Australia and Australia.  In April 

2014, South Australia’s participation rate had not much changed at 62.0 per cent compared to the  

Australian rate of 64.8 per cent, a difference of 2.8 percentage points.  (A note: the biggest 

difference was 3.6 percentage points in April of 2001 when the South Australian participation 

rate was 59.7 per cent.)  It is not at all certain that this widening gap is solely due to our older 

population.  Better employment prospects (perceived or real) in other states can induce higher 

labour force participation rates. 
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Figure 6: Participation Rate, South Australia and Australia: 1990 to 2014, Trend Series (Per cent) 

 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force, www.abs.gov.au. 

 

Labour Force Underemployment 

The labour force underemployment rate is a measure of unused labour in the workforce.  The 

underemployment rate is calculated as the number of part-time workers willing and able to work 

more hours and the number of people employed full-time who did not work full-time hours in 

the week expressed as a percentage of the labour force.
1
   

 

The South Australian underemployment rate has generally moved in concert with that of 

Australia, however, the South Australian rate has again, been consistently higher than the 

Australian rate (Figure 7). 

 
Figure 7: Underemployment Rate, South Australia and Australia, February Quarter 1990 – 

February Quarter 2014 

 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force, www.abs.gov.au. 
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In Summary 

South Australian continues to enjoy the benefit of high living standards but it is slowly slipping 

behind the rest of Australia when measured by the growth of the local economy.  The gap in the 

employment to population ratio is widening and can be expected to continue particularly if we 

are not able to retain more of our younger population.  South Australia’s share of the national 

workforce is declining as other States grow more strongly; our unemployment rate remains 

higher than the national average as is our labour force underutilisation rate and the labour force 

participation rate lower than that for Australia and the gap is widening. 

 

There are clear challenges, not simply to raise productivity of those in the workforce – the 

platform for high living standards – but to review all measures including regulatory reform, 

duplication with the Commonwealth, public sector reform and taxation imposts that contribute to 

lack lustre labour market performance.  It is estimated that South Australia’s labour productivity 

is about 12 per cent less than Australia as a whole. 

 

One of the basic fundamentals is for South Australia to concentrate on improvements in literacy 

and numeracy and the development of generic skills.  Improving the level of skills and 

education/training for those at the lower levels of education is more important than increasing 

the number of more highly skilled people. 

 

It is important to note our achievements in this regard, notwithstanding we have a way to go.  

The South Australian population with no post-school qualification was 66.4 per cent in 2001 

(Australia:  63.5), it declined to 59.7 per cent by 2006 (Australia:  55.4) and to 53.8 per cent by 

2011 (Australia:  48.3).  This achievement should be strongly promoted to encourage and 

support all individuals to “invest in themselves”. 

 
Figure 8: 
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growth prospects given the demand for food in the Asia Pacific, the sheer extent of the numbers 

of people classified as “middle class” across the region and rising incomes and consumption 

expenditure more generally.  

 

The export of mineral commodities and potential future exports continues to contribute to the 

diversification of our export base, investment, industry structure and employment.  In 2012/13, 
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3. Employment by Industry:  A Snapshot 

 

 

In this section we review employment trends in each industry sector in South Australia to assess 

past performance over the last (almost) decade and a half and future prospects for growth.  The 

shaded box to commence each industry is a summary of the national outlook – previous five 

years to the next five years – taken from the recent publication, Australian Jobs 2014 compiled 

by the Department of Employment.  It is not always the case that employment (and the outlook 

for employment) follows the national trend as a discussion of the sector – Agriculture, Forestry 

and Fishing – demonstrates so we would not accept that employment in South Australia will 

decline over the next five years.  Sub-sectors of the industry are internationally competitive, 

there are many medium sized firms diversifying in export markets, the industry has significant 

R&D investment and activity in diverse fields as solar technology for all year round production, 

the conversion of sea water to irrigation supply, methods to expand fish production and other 

value adding research.  The rate of small manufacturing start-ups linked to this sector is also very 

high. 

 

The Report of the Panels for the Reviews of the South Australian and Victorian Economies 

(2014)
5
 considered South Australia will have “a different future in high value added 

manufacturing and industries … (including) … opportunities are in sectors of advanced 

manufacturing; food and agriculture; health and biomedical products; oil and gas; mining 

equipment, technology and services; tourism; and education” (p. 31). 

 

That report is an external and independent assessment of the strengths and prospects for growth 

(of exports and employment) in South Australia.  We generally support the assessment while 

noting that is a “helicopter view of the economy, industries and sectors” and we now need to ask 

what do we need to do to facilitate the conditions for growth?  Who are our target markets and 

what are the major conditions and factors influencing those markets?  What works well in 

opening up market opportunities?  To what extent are national and state economic, industry, tax, 

and training policies “a boost” to the tradable sector of the economy and have we the “right 

balance” between the non-tradable and tradable sectors? (“right balance” includes issues such as 

productivity, efficiency, regulation, labour market flexibility, support to start-up, small and 

medium enterprises, etc). 

 

In essence, what do we need to create the conditions for growth?  That question will be 

examined in forthcoming papers. 
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Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing:  2001 to 2014 

 

 declining total employment over the five years to November 2013; 

 total employment expected to continue to decline over the next five years; 

 employees are typically older aged males, 45 years and over, without post school qualifications; 

 employment opportunities exist primarily across regional Australia, 87 per cent of jobs being located 

outside state capitals. 

 

 
Figure 9: Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing 

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force, Detailed, Quarterly, www.abs.gov.au. 

 

Employment in the agriculture, forestry and fishing sector has continued the long-term 

downward trend in South Australia and Australia although an interesting picture emerges in 

South Australia over the last decade and a half.   

 

In February
6
 2001, 46,468 South Australians were employed in the industry, while in February 

2014 almost the same number 46,698 of South Australians were employed in the industry, 

representing little change (up by 0.5 per cent)ge/ BT
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Manufacturing:  2001 to 2014 
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Electricity, Gas, Waste and Water Services: 2001 to 2014 

 

 strong total employment growth over the five years to November 2013; 

 total employment is expected to continue growing, albeit at a significantly slower rate, over the next 

five years;   

 employees are typically male, employed full-time, with post-school qualifications; 

 employment opportunities exist in regional areas and capital cities. 

 

 
Figure 12: Electricity, Gas, Waste and Water Services 

  

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force, Detailed, Quarterly, www.abs.gov.au. 

 

Employment in electricity, gas, waste and water services has been on an upward trend until 

approximately 2008 and since that time has become more volatile.  Regardless, employment in 

the South Australian electricity, gas, and waste and water services industry has increased 73 per 

cent since February 2001.  For Australia the increase was 103 per cent.  

 

In February 2001, 5,400 people were employed in the electricity, gas, waste and water services 

industry in South Australia, by February 2014 this had increased to 9,355.  In Australia there 

were 76,795 people employed in the electricity, gas, waste and water services in 2001, and in 
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Construction:  2001 to 2014 

 

 m
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Wholesale Trade: 2001 to 2014 

 

 no change in total employment over the five years to November 2013; 

 total employment growth expected to be moderate over the next five years; 

 employees are typically male, employed full-time, without post-school qualifications; 

 employment opportunities are predominately located in capital cities. 

 

 
Figure 14: Wholesale Trade 

 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force, Detailed, Quarterly, www.abs.gov.au. 

 

The industry in South Australia recently experienced a very sharp decline in employment to 

20,937 and longer term decline from 27,258 in 2001.  The trend is consistent with that for 

Australia of slow growth (or decline) with 353,109 (2001) and 375,571 (2014).  Improvements in 

logistics, centralisation of warehousing and improvements in a range of technologies continue to 

impact this sector. 

 

In February 2001, South Australia’s share of employment in the wholesale trade industry was 7.7 

per cent declining to 5.6 per cent in 2014. 
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Accommodation and Food Services: 2001 to 2014 

 

 strong total employment growth over the five years to November 2013; 

 total employment growth expected to remain strong over the next five years; 

 employees are typically female, aged 15-24 years, employed part-time, with no post-school 

qualifications combining work with study; 

 employment opportunities exist across all capital cities and regions, the sector provides significant 

opportunities for entry-level positions. 

 

 
Figure 16: Accommodation and Food Services 

 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force, Detailed, Quarterly, www.abs.gov.au. 

 

Employment in the accommodation and food services sector increased by 1.6 per cent in South 

Australia and 15 per cent in Australia from 2001 to 2014. 
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Rental, Hiring and Real Estate Services: 2001 to 2014 

 

 modest decline in total employment over the five years to November 2013; 

 total employment expected to grow strongly over the next five years; 

 employees are typically employed full-time, aged 45 years and over, the gender employment 

distribution between males and females is even; 

 employment opportunities predominantly located in cities. 

 

 
Figure 20: Rental, Hiring and Real Estate Services 

 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force, Detailed, Quarterly, www.abs.gov.au. 

 

Some 10,414 persons were employed in this industry in South Australia to 2001 and 10,556 in 

2014.  The prospects for growth are said to be “strong” at the national level but there appears to 

be no basis to predict the same for South Australia based on past performance and population 

growth estimates. 

 

In Australia the rental, hiring and real estate services industry employed 140,431 people in 

February 2001 and 200,548 in 2014, an increase of 43 per cent. 

 

South Australia’s share of employment in the rental, hiring and real estate services industry 

decreased from 7.4 per cent (2001) to 5.3 per cent in February 2014.  
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Public Administration and Safety:  2001 to 2014 

 

 strong growth in total employment over the five years to November 2013; 

 total employment growth expected to slow significantly over the next five years; 

 employees typically have an older age profile, employed full-time, with post school qualifications 

especially bachelor degrees or higher; 

 employment opportunities concentrated in the Australian Capital Territory, followed by the capital 

cities. 

 

 
Figure 23: Public Administration and Safety 

 

Source: 
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Education and Training: 2001 to 2014 

 

 strong growth in total employment over the five years to November 2013; 

 total employment growth expected to remain strong over the next five years; 

 employees have an older age profile, are typically female, employed full-time with part-time work 

common, have post-
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Arts and Recreation Services: 2001 to 2014 

 

 i
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Other Services: 2001 to 2014 

 

 modest growth in total employment over the five years to November 2013; 

 total employment growth expected to remain modest over the next five years; 

 employees typically have a young age profile, are employed full-time with part-time work common, 

likely to have a post school qualification at Certificate III level or higher VET qualification; 

 new employment opportunities projected for the Personal and Other Services sector. 

 

 
Figure 27: Other Services 

  

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force, Detailed, Quarterly, www.abs.gov.au. 
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Endnotes  

 

                                                 
1
  Another measure is the underutilisation rate which is a broader measure of unused labour.  The 

underutilisation rate is the sum of the underemployment rate and the unemployment rate. 
2
  Shomos and Forbes (2014). 

3
  EconSearch (2013), “Input-Output Tables for South Australia and its regions 2011/12”, commissioned by 

Department of Premier and Cabinet, November. 
4
  South Australian Centre for Economic Studies (SACES) (1993), “Assessment of Competitiveness: Tradeable 

and Potential for Import Replacement in the South Australian Economy”, report commissioned by the 

Economic Development Authority, July. 
5
  Report of the Panels for the Reviews of the South Australian and Victorian Economies, April 2014. 

6
  February data refers to the February quarter. 


