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ASB Regional Economic Scoreboard   December Quarter 2020 

 
The NZ Regional Economic Scoreboard takes the latest quarterly regional statistics and ranks the economic performance of New 
Zealand’s 16 Regional Council areas. The fastest-growing regions gain the highest ratings, and a good performance by the national 
economy raises the ratings of all regions. Ratings are updated every three months, and are based on measures, including 
employment, construction, retail trade, house prices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Region This 
Quarter 

Previous 
Quarter 

Change 

Northland 1 1 No change 

Bay of Plenty 2= 2 No change 

Gisborne 2= 9 Up 7 

Hawke’s Bay 2= 5 Up 3 

West Coast 5 8 Up 3 

Waikato 6 3 Down 3 

Nelson 7 7 No change 

Manawatu-Whanganui 8 7 Down 1 

Auckland 9 13 Up 4 

Taranaki 10 12 Up 2 

Wellington 11 11 No change 

Tasman 12 4 Down 8 

Canterbury 13 15 Up 2 

Southland 14= 9 Down 5 

Marlborough 14= 6 Down 8 

Otago 16 16 No change 

Northland 

1st  

“With tourism still suffering, 
Otago finishes bottom of the 

pack” 

West Coast 

5th Marlborough 

14th= 

 

Canterbury 

13th 
 

Southland 
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“Northland remains champion 
for a second consecutive 

quarter” 
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8th 
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The National State of Play 
Employment  Retail Sales  

Q4 employment data were much stronger than anticipated. The unemployment 
rate eased to 4.9% vs a predicted 5.6% and there was a solid lift in job growth. 
We were initially lost for words but settled on ‘gobsmacking’ as an appropriate 
adjective. Even taking the figures with the proverbial grain of salt, it’s clear the 
labour market has proven much tighter than once expected, and we are now left 
contemplating whether the unemployment rate has already peaked. There’s still 
plenty of uncertainty, but the signs here are very encouraging. 

Retail sales eased a shade over Q4 after their bonkers end-of-lockdown surge 
the previous quarter. There was a lot of regional variation, with things on the 
soggy side for tourism-dependent regions, but stronger in the rural hamlets 
underpinned by the primary sector. Still, sales were up 5.5% on Q4 2019 and 
we have been impressed by how well retail sales have weathered the storm 
this year given all the headwinds 2020 has brought. Here’s hoping for a less 
turbulent 2021 for the sector. 

Wages  New Car Sales  

Wage growth remained soft in the December quarter, with the Labour Cost Index 
(LCI), showing annual wage growth down to a modest 1.5%. Still, we retain our 
view that, given the tighter-than-expected labour market, annual wage growth is 
close to its nadir and looks set for a turnaround. We expect annual wage growth 
to begin edging back up again from here amid the positive signs for labour 
demand. 

Even as the economic picture has improved, new car sales are still looking 
weak. After lifting in Q3, sales struggled to keep up the momentum, and 
trended back down again. New registrations are still down a whopping 20% 
year-on-year over Q4. Whilst NZ has weathered the pandemic storm much 
better than expected, many households are evidently cautious about splashing 
out on a new whip – or perhaps spending all their cash on property instead…  

House Prices   Construction  

Another quarter, another deluge of column inches about skyrocketing house 
prices. Prices finished the year up 11.8% on the end of 2019, with some regions 
lifting by as much as 20 or 30%. It’s the same old story – low interest rates are 
working in tandem with New Zealand’s chronic housing shortage to fuel the 
surge. The hot market is continuing to draw the gaze of policy makers, with the 
Government now requiring the RBNZ to consider the impact on housing when 
making policy decisions.  Still, we think higher prices have a bit further to run yet. 

There’s a heck of a boom going on. Residential building consents climbed to 
new highs over Q4 and have continued the momentum over the beginning of 
2021. It’s a perfect storm of low interest rates and the hot housing market 
fuelling activity. All up, residential consents were up 15% on the same time in 
2019, when the market was already hot. Non-residential consents were up too, 
albeit not as dramatically (+2% yoy). We expect housing construction to remain 
high over the beginning of 2021, before settling down. 

Steaming Simmering   StableNeeds an energy boost  In the doldrums 

  

The Regional Lowdown 
 

Chart of the Quarter: 

Retail sales have held up in primary sector-
dependent regions, but tourist-heavy regions 

aren’t feeling the love

Retail Sales Growth (%) 

Year to December 2020 



Source: Stats NZ, ASB 

Northland  

Another ripsnorter for Te Tai Tokerau, which keeps 
its crown at the very top of our scoreboard. This 
quarter we were particularly impressed by the 

region’s job growth, which topped the poll at +4.8% 
yoy. The region was in the upper half for most other 
indicators too, like retail sales, residential 
construction, and house sales. All-in-all, it’s good 
comeback story for a part of the country that still 
has pockets of real hardship. We suspect the 
strength of the forestry sector might be one factor 
that’s helping. After sliding through the end of 2019 
and then some COVID-linked volatility, prices have 
made steady gains over the past few months. Solid 
demand out of China and construction-fuelled 
strength in the local market are helping things move 
up nicely. We’ve got to salute the region for helping 
support the wider economy too – with Northport 
helping step into the breach amid all the port delays 
elsewhere.  We’ll be keeping an eye on the north 
next quarter, given the drought conditions over the 
summer. 

Auckland  

Auckland staged a recovery this quarter after its 
soggy performance in Q3, earning back a star. The 
housing market was the region’s source of strength, 
with annual growth in residential consents (+22%) 
and house sales (+65%!) near the top of the pack. 
Annual house price growth was below the national 
average for the quarter, but still in the double digits. 
Non-housing indicators were a bit softer, with 
employment growth, new car sales and retail sales 
nearer the bottom of the scoreboard. Here’s hoping 
the scores of punters packed into the Viaduct for 
the Cup help with the latter point.  As the gateway 
for international flights, Auckland remains on the 
frontline in the battle against COVID, and the most 
vulnerable region to shifts back up to the higher 
alert levels. We’ve had a reminder of that fact over 
recent weeks and wouldn’t be surprised to see 
Auckland remain one of the more volatile regions on 
our scoreboard until vaccinations are wider spread. 

Waikato  

The Waikato slips a couple of slots on our 
scoreboard but remains near the top of the charts. 
Retail sales continued to be a particular source of 
strength, up 10% year-on-year despite already 
being elevated. Construction growth was on the 
low-side relative to the rest of the country, but that 
follows solid growth over the course of 2019. 
Consumer confidence was also near the bottom of 
the country, lifting by less than other regions. Still, 
it’s another consistent performance for the Waikato, 
which has been in the top half of our scoreboard for 
five quarters on the trot. The likelihood of a stronger 
milk price for the season should give this dairy 
heartland a further boost in the quarters ahead – 
with the midpoint of Fonterra’s forecast now up at 
$7.60 per kgMS after some barnstorming auctions 
of late. 

Bay of Plenty  

After rising up the scoreboard amid a fantastic 
kiwifruit season, the Bay of Plenty hangs on to its 
silver medal this quarter. This quarter, the housing 
market was the Bay’s real star, with solid annual 
house price growth and residential consents 
reflecting the Bay’s population growth of late. Retail 
sales were also healthy, and we’re heartened by 
reports that an influx of Kiwis keen to soak up the 
summer sun has helped offset the lack of 
international tourists. On the other hand, there was 
a bit of unfortunate news this month, with the news 
that Whakatane Mill may need to close after losing 
its biggest customer for liquid paper board. Still, Bay 
of Plenty residents can be proud of their strong 
performance of late, and we expect that the broad 
strength of the horticulture and forestry sectors will 
continue to support the wider region. 
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Gisborne  

Gisborne’s slip down the scoreboard last quarter 
proved short-lived and its back up near the top at 
joint second this time around. Gisborne impressed 
across a whole range of measures this quarter. As 
in much of the country, the hot housing market was 
on show, with annual house price growth 
outstripping everywhere else at a whopping 31% 
and residential construction booming. Still, the 
region’s strength was broader than just the property 
market, with the largest year-on-year lift in retail 
sales across the country. Given those facts, it was 
unsurprising Gisborne residents ended the quarter 
as some of the most confident Kiwis. Not even the 
tsunami scare at the beginning of March can have 
spoiled the fun. 

Hawke’s Bay  

Hawke’s Bay lifts three slots up our scoreboard to 
share joint second with its neighbours, earning an 
extra star. The seasonal worker shortage remains a 
source of worry, but Hawke’s Bay residents 
remained upbeat this quarter judging by the 
consumer confidence data. Many locals evidently 
felt cheerful enough to splash out on a new ride, 
with the region being one of the few in the country 
to manage a double-digit year-on-year lift in new car 
registrations.  Retail sales impressively kept up the 
momentum too. Still, there were signs of the 
region’s construction boom starting to slow after 
strong growth of late.  

Taranaki  

Taranaki lifts two slots up our scoreboard to the 
middle of the pack, but that performance belied a 
mixed bag of data for the region. The construction 
sector continued to tick along and a bit of heat in 
the housing market was evident, with prices and 
sales continuing their advance. Still, other indicators 
were looking a bit softer. Notably, the region was 
the only part of the country that registered a fall in 
employment versus the same time last year and 
there is a bit more hurt to come with the closure of 
the Waitara methanol plant.  There was a bit more 
disappointment last year when this March’s 
WOMAD was cancelled, but there is still plenty of 
interesting stuff going on in the ‘Naki – we are 
intrigued by the Groove Festival at the beginning of 
April. 

Manawatu-Whanganui  

The mighty Manawatu-Whanganui drops one slot 
down to 8th place on our scoreboard, keeping its 
three stars. This quarter, house prices were the 
headline, lifting a solid 20.8% year-on-year.  Still, 
higher prices don’t seem to have translated into 
broader housing market activity to the same extent 
they have in the rest of the country – the region has 
consistently lagged the rest of NZ for residential 
construction over the past year. Manawatu-
Wanganui was generally in the middle of the pack 
for most other rankings, but the region did post one 
of the biggest lifts in retail sales in the country, 
despite a slightly softer increase in consumer 
confidence than elsewhere.  

 

 

 

 

Wellington  

Wellington keeps its 11th place slot in the bottom 
half of our scoreboard. We’ve long highlighted 
Wellington’s hot housing market as the region’s big 
source of strength and prices continued to rise at a 
decent clip this quarter. Building consents fell year-
on-year in contrast to most of the country, with the 
non-residential pipeline slowing and residential 
consents relatively flat. Elsewhere, Wellington was 
also one of the few regions where employment 
declined over the twelve months to December 2020, 
continuing the theme of urban regions 
underperforming NZ’s rural heartlands. 

Nelson   

Nelson held its ground this quarter, staying steady 
at lucky number seven. Non-residential construction 
was the star of the show this quarter, which lifted by 
a decent clip. Residents of the upper South Island 
were also near the top of the country for 
employment growth and consumer confidence, also 
enjoying a decent lift in retail sales – not too shabby 
considering the lack of international tourists. House 
prices in Nelson posted decent year-on-year gains, 
but lagged the national average. 

Tasman  

Tasman slid down the rankings this quarter, 
dropping eight slots and losing a star. It’s not 
uncommon for some of the country’s smaller 
regions to move around the scoreboard a bit given 
the smaller volume of data. After a couple of 
quarters in which the region’s construction pipeline 
looked solid, there were signs of a bit of easing this 
quarter. Annual house price growth was the lowest 
in the country, lifting a decent 6.5%, but below the 
frothier gains seen in most of the country. 

Marlborough  

Marlborough tumbles down the rankings, falling 
eight slots to come joint second-to-last. The home of 
winemaking and whale watching usually draws a 
glut of tourists at this time of year, but border 
restrictions are continuing to weigh. However, the 
region didn’t score all that badly on the metric most 
exposed to the hospitality sector – retail sales were 
slightly above the national average. Building 
consents were Marlborough’s weakest point, with 
big year-on-year falls in both residential and non-
residential consents. We are also pleased to see the 
region being creative in its efforts to attract domestic 
tourism, with the national radio-controlled car 
championship taking place in Blenheim at the 
beginning of March. Sadly, the air show at Omaka 
this Easter has been postponed due to COVID-19 
uncertainty.  

   West Coast  

The West Coast managed to lift 3 places to rank 5th 
this quarter. Gains for the coast’s modest property 
market underpinned its rise this quarter, with house 
sales topping the country and a nice lift in the 
construction pipeline. There was also a whopping lift 
in new car sales, albeit on low volumes. Still, there 
were some sorry signs that may be hinting at the 
impact the border closure is having on the region.  
For a second consecutive quarter, retail sales 
(which include any spending by tourists) suffered a 
year-on-year fall, in contrast to the rest of the 
country. 

Canterbury  

Canterbury lifts two slots to 13th place on our 
scoreboard this quarter. It’s been a relatively soft 
performance for the region over recent quarters, 
and that remained the case this time around, with 
only house sales towards the top end of the 
rankings. Other metrics were generally in line with 
the national average, or a bit weaker. Retail sales, 
house prices, consents, and consumer confidence 
all broadly tracked the national trend. Notably, the 
region experienced the country’s biggest year-on-
year fall in new car sales. 

Otago  

Otago remains stuck in last place at the bottom of 
our scoreboard at a lonely one star for a second 
consecutive quarter. The region’s low ranking is a 
perfect illustration of the struggles faced by the 
tourism-dependent regions of the country, with 
Queenstown still suffering from the lack of 
international travel. Retail sales were among the 
weakest in the country, falling 7.7% - a far cry from 
the lift seen across the country. The region’s 
troubles were also evident in the soggy labour 
market, with annual jobs growth negative. The 
region was also bottom of the rankings for building 
consents, though that may partly reflect decent 
activity towards the end of 2019. Unsurprisingly, 
Otago locals weren’t feeling as optimistic as the rest 
of the country and the region ended the quarter 
dead last in consumer confidence. There have been 
a few more unfortunate headlines at the beginning 
of 2021, with a survey by the Queenstown Chamber 
of Commerce finding almost a third of businesses 
aren’t sure whether they’ll make it until winter. 

Southland  

Southland falls five slots to joint 14th this quarter. 
Given most other rural regions had a solid 
performance this quarter, we wonder whether the 
softer performance in Otago might have impacted 
its southern neighbour. The region managed a 
modest annual lift in retail sales, but they were still 
well towards the bottom of the national rankings. 
Southland’s best metric continues to be on the 
construction front, with a whopping lift in non-
residential building consents. It certainly sounds like 
there is plenty of activity going on, with the 
Invercargill CBD rebuild moving ahead and the ILT 
Langlands Hotel project also underway. Elsewhere, 
the Tiwai Point saga continues to make headlines. 
At the time of writing, talks between the government 
and the smelter were still ongoing. A bit of clarity for 
the region would be welcome, with Southlanders 
feeling a bit less confident than their peers last 
quarter.  

https://www.nzherald.co.nz/business/covid-19-coronavirus-almost-a-third-of-queenstown-businesses-wont-make-it-to-winter/GFRR75BD25BWI7LREIZWC2V4O4/


ASB / Main Report Regional Economic Scoreboard December 2020 Quarter 
 

 

ASB Economics (649) 448 8778 

Please refer to the important disclosures at the end of this document. 

 Taking the regions’ temperatures 

Share of the economy 
Mar-20 

Population 
Jun 20 

Employment 
Dec 20 

Retail Sales 
Dec 20 

House prices 
Dec 20 

Construction 
Dec 20 

New car sales 
Dec 20 

Star Rating 
Dec 20 

 % 000’s annual 
growth 

000’s annual 
growth 

$m annual 
growth 

$000’s annual 
growth 

$m  annual 
growth 

No. annual 
growth 

5 – hot 

1 – not 

Northland 2.5 195 2.6% 95 4.8%  725  9.3% 624 11.5% 174 18.8% 1,204 -6.4%  

Auckland 37.9 1,718 2.2% 919 0.4%  8,580  5.5% 1,120 10.6% 2,617 17.5% 22,085 -25.5%  

Waikato 8.6 497 2.3% 264 1.0%  1,952  10.0% 679 13.2% 635 0.4% 4,371 1.3%  

Bay of Plenty 5.8 337 2.8% 173 1.3%  1,449  8.4% 733 17.0% 354 31.1% 3,171 -3.0%  

Gisborne 0.7 51 1.2% 
121 1.9% 

 190  12.6% 560 31.0% 36 41.7% 306 -12.8%  

Hawke’s Bay 2.8 179 2.0%  708  9.7% 682 16.1% 167 17.0% 1,494 15.0%  

Taranaki 2.9 124 1.5% 66 -6.0%  446  3.3% 501 12.9% 116 28.4% 872 5.7%  

Manawatu-Whanganui 3.8 254 1.6% 134 2.7%  948  9.3% 515 20.8% 205 16.1% 1,889 -10.8%  

Wellington 12.5 542 1.8% 310 -1.6%  2,240  5.7% 833 15.5% 596 -3.2% 4,969 2.7%  

Tasman 
1.9 

56 2.4% 

111 3.0% 

 225  3.3% 293 6.4% 65 -1.8% 

1,188 

 

-11.0% 

 

 

Nelson 55 1.9%  279  9.1% 502 8.5% 41 31.9%  

Marlborough 1.0 50 1.6%  224  6.6% 649 7.0% 43 -17.5%  

West Coast 0.6 32 0.3%  124  -13.8% 386 10.7% 28 49.3% 186 32.9%  

Canterbury 12.4 646 2.2% 357 2.6%  2,832  5.1% 727 12.5% 917 10.6% 6,322 -43.1%  

Otago 4.4 245 2.3% 139 -1.7%  1,132  -7.7% 702 9.0% 351 -19.9% 1,714 -11.2%  

Southland 2.1 103 1.1% 59 2.3%  480  1.8% 576 12.5% 118 57.2% 736 -17.8%  

New Zealand 100 5,084 2.1% 2.747 0.7% 22,843 5.5% 763 11.8% 6,469 10.8% 50,517 -20.3%  

Sources: Population, Employment, Retail trade, Wages, Construction, Guest nights, regional GDP – Statistics NZ; House prices – QVNZ; House sales – REINZ; Vehicle registrations – NZ Transport Agency; Consumer Confidence – Westpac 

McDermott Miller; Housing & Investor confidence – ASB. 
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Disclaimer 
This document is published solely for informational purposes. It has been prepared without taking account of your objectives, financial situation, or needs. Before 
acting on the information in this document, you should consider the appropriateness and suitability of the information, having regard to your objectives, financial 
situation and needs, and, if necessary seek appropriate professional or financial advice.   

We believe that the information in this document is correct and any opinions, conclusions or recommendations are reasonably held or made, based on the 
information available at the time of its compilation, but no representation or warranty, either expressed or implied, is made or provided as to accuracy, reliability or 
completeness of any statement made in this document. Any opinions, conclusions or recommendations set forth in this document are subject to change without 
notice and may differ or be contrary to the opinions, conclusions or recommendations expressed elsewhere by ASB Bank Limited. We are under no obligation to, and 
do not, update or keep current the information contained in this document. Neither ASB nor any person involved in the preparation of this document accepts any 
liability for any loss or damage arising out of the use of all or any part of this document.   

Any valuations, projections and forecasts contained in this document are based on a number of assumptions and estimates and are subject to contingencies and 
uncertainties. Different assumptions and estimates could result in materially different results. ASB does not represent or warrant that any of these valuations, 
projections or forecasts, or any of the underlying assumptions or estimates, will be met 
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