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NSW This Quarter
NSW businesses were presented a once in a generation challenge in the June quarter. 

While 2020 began with a bushfire season of unprecedent scale, the COVID-19 crisis escalated in the June quarter with 
significant government restrictions introduced to combat the emerging health crisis. Fortunately, those efforts were 
effective at combating COVID-19 in NSW and many businesses have since reopened with COVID-safe procedures.

Despite our early successes, two in five businesses report they are at high risk and may fail when support measures 
are unwound. The outbreak in Victoria illustrates how quickly things can turn and has taken some of the gloss off 
Australia’s recovery. This has sapped confidence across the border with a 20 per cent fall in the number of NSW 
respondents reporting they expected the economy to strengthen in the September quarter (compared to just before 
stage three restrictions were announced). Stage four restrictions and the persistence of new cases in NSW will not help 
business confidence in the short term but getting Victoria’s outbreak under control is essential for our recovery.

While there are elevated risks to the economic outlook, our survey nonetheless contained some early positive signs in 
this quarter’s Business Conditions Survey. While the headline results for the June quarter fell to record lows, 
businesses are less pessimistic about the September quarter. While there is a long way to travel, our survey suggests 
capital spending, revenue, profit and staffing are approaching a turning point. Despite this, we note it is difficult to 
interpret survey data in these unprecedented times, especially while businesses are themselves highly uncertain about 
what the future holds.

Last month Business NSW released Back on Track which outlines our vision for economic recovery. Our report 
includes ten business recovery drivers and a further forty policy measures that we believe will support businesses in 
overcoming the significant challenges presented by COVID-19. 

The June survey reaffirms there is a long road to travel and governments will need to continue to support our business 
community. 

Full survey results including detailed regional and industry-level data can be found at:
https://www.businessnsw.com/advocacy/surveys/business-surveys

Survey Contact: Thian Thiumsak | thian.thiumsak@businessnsw.com

Business NSW

Formerly the NSW Business Chamber, Business 
NSW is the peak policy and advocacy body which 
has been representing businesses in NSW since 
1826. Business NSW is one of Australia’s largest 
business support groups with a direct 
membership of 20,000 businesses. Business 
NSW works with government, industry groups, as 
well as business and community leaders to 
provide a voice for our members. Operating 
throughout a network in metropolitan and regional 
NSW, Business NSW represents the needs of 
business at a local, state and federal level.

https://www.businessnsw.com/content/dam/nswbc/businessnsw/pdf/Back%20on%20track%20-%20July%202020.pdf
https://www.businessnsw.com/advocacy/surveys/business-surveys


The NSW economy

NSW unemployment 
rate 7.2%

NSW faring relatively well 
accounting for around 50 per cent 
of job gains in July.

134,000 NSW jobs 
lost since COVID-19

NSW performing better than 
the national average

1.5% fall in NSW State 
Final Demand

Bushfires and early stage impacts of 
COVID-19 result in a fall in demand 
in Q1 2020 compared to Q4 2019.

Growth forecasts 
to be revised
Growth already weak, NSW 
likely to suffer biggest impacts in 
the June quarter.

291,000 organisations 
on JobKeeper in NSW
NSW accounts for 1 in 3 people 
receiving JobKeeper payments, the 
highest share in Australia. 

The bottom line

NSW’s economic fate remains 
delicately balanced with current 
outbreaks threatening what could 
otherwise be the early seeds of 
recovery. These first signs of 
optimism could be fleeting unless 
outbreaks are controlled.

NSW Industry Indicators

NSW Retail Turnover NSW Visitor Arrivals NSW Building Approvals

Source: ABS

Note: Seasonally Adjusted Note: Arrivals by state of main stay, 
unadjusted for seasonal variation

Note: By value,
Seasonally Adjusted

Source: ABS, NSW Government, Commonwealth Treasury, Business NSW.
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Survey Results
The COVID-19 crisis: an unprecedented shock to NSW Economy

Performance of the NSW Economy

Staff Numbers and Capital Spending

Individual Business Performance

Note: Index scores are calculated as the percentage of respondents reporting an increase minus the percentage reporting a decrease.  A positive 
number implies improving business conditions (except for operating costs for which it implies cost pressures) whereas a negative number implies 
weaker conditions. There were 1,087 respondents to the survey.
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Overview
• Performance of the economy: Business perceptions about the performance NSW economy fell to record lows in 

June. But there was a strong recovery in businesses expectations for the September quarter suggesting the 

reopening of the economy and strong support from governments have boosted business optimism.

• Business expansion: Businesses have continued to scale back their capital spending and staffing levels. Around 

39 per cent of respondents indicated their staffing levels were lower compared to the previous quarter while 57 per 

cent indicated capital spending was also down.

• Business performance: Revenue and profits continued to fall but so have business costs. Businesses have 

entered a cost cutting phase which is starting to have a flow-on effect for demand. This has weakened the pricing 

power of many firms with Australia recording its first quarter of inflation since 1998 and the CPI’s largest ever fall.

• Business priorities and challenges: Businesses continue to be in defensive mode with cost cutting and business 

downsizing among the top priorities for business. Some early signs of optimism are evident with more businesses 

focussed on growing revenue and hiring people with the right skills than in the March quarter. 

• Business costs: Feedback from businesses suggest policy measures have made a material difference in reducing 

some key business costs. Fewer businesses reported wages and benefits; rent and mortgage costs; and 

government taxes, fees and charges as being a cost pressures for their business. This reflects the effect of policies 

such as JobKeeper and relief from government taxes, fees and charges.

• Industry assessment: Arts and recreation and accommodation and food services, have been the most severely 

impacted reflecting exposure to government restrictions and weak customer demand.

“Stage four restrictions in Melbourne emphasise that our economic fate is finely balanced and 
dependent on our ability to combat the virus. Earlier restrictions in Victoria have already 

impacted border communities and put in doubt what could otherwise be a strong recovery.”

“Viewing the glass as half-full, our survey suggests a shift in business confidence. Businesses 
are less pessimistic about what’s ahead for the September quarter and are again looking at 

perennial business challenges such as having the right skills base.”

“Despite these positive signs, conditions remain very tough and there is a long way to go. 
Economic recovery will depend on capital spending and the ability of businesses to rehire 

staff. Relevant indicators for these factors were at record lows in our June survey and we’ll be 
looking for a turning point between now and September.



The Business Environment
Business priorities*

*Index scores calculated as the percentage of respondents indicating the priority was more important minus those indicating the priority was less 
important.  A positive number implies a priority is becoming more important whereas a negative number implies a priority is becoming less 
important.

Factors weighing on business*

*Index scores calculated as the percentage of respondents indicating the factor was more favourable minus those indicating the factor was less 
favourable.  A positive number implies an improvement whereas a negative number implies a deterioration.

Business costs*

*Index scores calculated as the percentage of respondents indicating the cost was less affordable minus those indicating the cost was more 
affordable.  A positive number implies increasing cost pressures whereas a negative number implies falling costs.  
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COVID Pulse
• Business NSW has included a new set of COVID-related question to track business attitudes relating to COVID-19 

over the recovery period. The first observations for June are presented below.
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Regional Performance

Region
Business Confidence#

Unemployment
rate*

Youth 
Unemployment rate*June 2020 

Quarter
(Index)

Past Four 
Quarters
(Index)

NSW -70.3 (n=1087) -41.8 (n=4191) 6.9% 13.7%
Central Coast -78.0 (n=41) -30.4 (n=168) 4.7% 9.1%
Capital Region -63.2 (n=57) -66.4 (n=220) 4.2% 10.0%
Central West -65.9 (n=44) -46.1 (n=191) 3.6% 8.6%
Coffs Harbour – Grafton -65.9 (n=41) -41.1 (n=158) 6.9% 14.7%
Far West and Orana -56.5 (n=23) -39.8 (n=98) 1.9% 3.0%
Hunter Valley -53.8 (n=52) -35.3 (n=215) 4.5% 9.6%
Illawarra -73.8 (n=65) -48.2 (n=224) 6.8% 16.9%
Mid North Coast -70.4 (n=54) -47.2 (n=212) 7.5% 15.8%
Murray -54.1 (n=37) -29.1 (n=213) 4.6% 7.7%
New England and North West -88.6 (n=44) -52.8 (n=216) 5.3% 12.1%
Newcastle and Lake Macquarie -68.5 (n=54) -26.1 (n=245) 6.0% 13.8%
Richmond – Tweed -65.0 (n=60) -41.5 (n=253) 4.4% 10.3%
Riverina -77.8 (n=27) -36.3 (n=157) 5.1% 5.5%
Southern Highlands and Shoalhaven -46.2 (n=26) -52.8 (n=123) 6.0% 14.9%
Sydney -74.8 (n=445) -40.7 (n=1429) 5.0% 11.2%

Eastern Sydney^ -74.0 (n=315) -40.6 (n=995)
Western Sydney^ -76.9 (n=130) -40.9 (n=433)

*Data updated as of 1 August 2020, annual averages used for regional unemployment rates (excluding NSW). This averaging technique obscures the contemporary 
impact of COVID-19 on regional labour force figures. #Index is calculated as the percentage of respondents reporting a stronger economy minus the percentage 
reporting a weaker economy. A positive number implies improving conditions while a negative number implies conditions are weaker. ^Eastern Sydney includes 
Eastern City, North and South districts; Western Sydney refers to Western and Central cities as designated by the Greater Sydney Commission.  Full regional 
results available at: https://www.businessnsw.com/advocacy/surveys/business-surveys.

Confidence Map
Confidence Map 
Weighting is based 
on business 
confidence levels in 
the June quarter 
relative to the NSW 
average.
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Source: ABS, Business NSW Business Conditions Survey
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