Pilbara April 2022
Bi-Monthly Economic Report

HIGHLIGHTS
Interest rates
At their April 2022 meeting the Reserve Bank of
Australia (RBA) again resolved to keep official interest
rate on hold at 0.1%. The official cash rate has been
held at a record low of 0.1% since November 2020.
The RBA advised that inflation has increased sharply
in many parts of the world due to ongoing supplyside issues, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and strong
demand from economies recovering from the COVID19 pandemic all contributing to upward pressure on
prices. As a result, bond yields have risen, and
expectations of future policy interest rates have
increased. Inflation has risen in Australia with higher
petrol and other commodity prices anticipated to
result in higher inflation figures over coming
quarters.
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The RBA advised on 5 April 2022 that “inflation has
picked up and a further increase is expected, but
growth in labour costs has been below rates that are
likely to be consistent with inflation being sustainably at
target. Over coming months, important additional
evidence will be available to the Board on both inflation
and the evolution of labour costs. The Board will
assess this and other incoming information as its sets
policy to support full employment in Australia and
inflation outcomes consistent with the target”.

OTHER PILBARA NEWS (INVESTMENT
LEGISLATION, GOVERNANCE)

Pilbara Hydrogen Hub
On 19 April 2022 the Prime Minister announced it
would invest $140 million to create two new hydrogen
hubs in the Pilbara and Kwinana.
Federal Government 2022 Election
On 10 April 20221 the Australian Prime Minister
announced that the 2022 Federal Election will be held
on 21 May 2022.
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COVID UPDATES
Daily COVID-19 Cases in the past 28 Days in
Australia

New Daily COVID-19 Cases

The Omicron strain continues to impose havoc
on supply chains and workplaces (already
struggling with employee shortages).
As Australia and the world moves to policies of
‘living with COVID’, restrictions and regulations
concerning masks, vaccination and isolation
continue to change in reaction to the need to
minimise the impact on businesses, the
community and the economy.

•

WA residents can now travel to other
Australian states without needing to
quarantine however mandatory mask
requirements and showing vaccination
certificates are still necessary in some
public areas and facilities.
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International travel has been reinstated for
Australia with no quarantine requirements
for vaccinated travellers. Negative PCR
tests are still required prior to boarding.

Number of New COVID-19 cases every day

Number of New Cases

•

30,000

The World
Globally, the numbers of weekly COVID-19
cases and deaths have surpassed half a billion
confirmed cases and 6.2 million deaths across
200 counties (World Health Organisation). Over
11 billion vaccine doses have been
administered. As of 20th of April 2022 Shanghai
is in it’s second week of lockdown in
accordance with China’s zero COVID policy.
Worldwide in the past 14 days from the 20th of
April 2022, there has been a 43% decrease in
new reported cases. Europe and Australia are
now considered hotspots with an average of
over 150 cases in 100,000 people.
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New Daily Vaccinations Around the World

Number of New Daily Vaccinations

Australia
Australia is currently coming off it’s second
COVID-19 case spike due to community
transmissions of the rapid spreading Omicron
variant and State and international borders
reopening on March 3rd 2022. Overall COVID
cases have been decreasing along with
community and workplace COVID restrictions
and regulations.
For Woodside and Chevron employees working
at remote sites masks remain mandatory. Masks
also remain mandatory for Rio Tinto employees
working in situations deemed to be ‘high risk’ eg
being in a vehicle with multiple occupants.
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COST OF LIVING
IN THE PILBARA CONT.
Food Costs in the Pilbara
The April 2022 average cost of food
goods online vs in-store was calculated
by gathering data from 4 separate
shopping locations around Western
Australia including Karratha, Newman,
Port Hedland, and Perth. These prices
were then averaged from both online
Coles and Woolworths websites and instore shopping to represent a snapshot
of basic food comparisons across the
state.
As seen from the above graph, online food shopping prices showed as the more affordable option in all of Western
Australia. Milk is the only food item whose price has been standardized across the State in both major supermarkets
and their online and in-person stores. However, there is a current product shortage in many stores with Coles and
Woolworths experiencing empty shelves due to production supply chain disruption. Overall, in-store shopping may
also be more expensive due to budget items not appearing on shelves forcing customers to select a dearer
alternative. Due to staffing shortages and Covid-19 restrictions over the past two years, shops may have incentivized
online shopping.
Families can expect to pay more for fresh and frozen food in coming weeks as the war in Ukraine and widespread
catastrophic floods in New South Wales and Queensland continue to put pressure on suppliers.
NB: For total groceries, Perth prices have historically been on average 22% lower than Karratha (Numbeo 2021).
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COST OF LIVING
IN THE PILBARA CONT.
Employment Trends
Pilbara job vacancies have continued to decrease after peaking at the end of January 2022. The largest
employment sector remains the Mining and Resources sector, making up nearly 50% of the job vacancies
advertised on Seek.com during April.
Despite the severe skills shortage currently experienced in the Pilbara (particularly in childcare, education and
hospitality) there has not been a corresponding increase in vacancies advertised. Anecdotal commentary from
local Pilbara businesses is that they are using relationships and ‘word of mouth’ to locate workers and/ or
decreasing operating hours and product and service offerings to address the crisis.
The Reserve Bank of Australia reported that on the 8th of April 2022 the unemployment rate in Australia is remains
at 4%.
The Australian Bureau of Statistics report released on the 31st of March showed a 6.9% increase in job vacancies
since November 2021. In Western Australia the proportion of businesses reporting job vacancies is at 22.4% at the
end of February 2022 compared to 10.4% in February 2020. Australia wide the reported vacancies similarly
doubled from 11% in February 2021 to 23.5% in February 2022. Replacements and resignations were the largest
reason for vacancies. The greatest change in reasons for vacancies appeared in the ‘Other’ doubling from 6% in
2020 to 12% in 2022. Reason’s including under ‘Other’ could be potentially be due to Covid-19 related issues.

Data collected from Seek
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COST OF LIVING
IN THE PILBARA CONT.

Fuel Prices in the Pilbara
WA fuel fell to the lowest price in nearly a month due to the Federal Government’s decision to reduce the fuel
excise by 50%. The fuel price fell in April with the global oil price having dropped to around $US109 per barrel
from the February price highs of close to $US130 per barrel.
The highs at the end of February 2022 were due to the Russian Invasion of Ukraine and the lifting of travel
restrictions resulting in an increasing demand on fuel.

Average Price of Diesel from March 2021
until April 2022
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Data from Fuel Watch

COMMODITIES
SUMMARY
Summary

Global demand for Australian resources
including traditional commodities (iron
ore, oil, gas and gold) and for minerals
critical to emerging industries including
defence, aerospace, automotive,
renewable energy, telecommunications
and agritech (arising from technological
developments) continues to accelerate.
Despite periods of volatility over the early
months of 2022, prices continue to
steadily increase.

Iron Ore
The iron ore price rebound in 2022 reflects
the Chinese demand for steel and the
ongoing Russia-Ukraine supply concerns.

Iron Price from March 2021 to March 2022
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Seaborne iron ore prices reached fivemonth highs in March, as Australian iron
ore rose to $US151.5 per dry metric tonne.
The price is trending towards a $US160 /t
level - right in between previous all-time
highs of US$230/t and recent lows of
US$80/t.
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In view of the low-cost nature of their
operations in the Pilbara, Australia’s major
iron ore miners are anticipated to
experience healthy profit margins
throughout 2022.
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COMMODITIES
SUMMARY CONT.
Gold
Gold prices remain at a 5-year
high due to the continuing global
uncertainty of the COVID-19
pandemic and concerns about
the impact of the omicron
variant.
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According to Trading Economics,
the appeal of gold has remained
strong as the Russia-Ukraine war
has shown no signs of deescalation. The gold price
climbed to above $2,000 an
ounce in March.

Gold Price from March 2021 to March 2022 ($/troy oz)
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COMMODITIES
SUMMARY CONT.

The demand for copper is expected to rise
further amid concerns about low copper
inventories.
Copper is a crucial part of the transition to
a carbon free world. Copper is already the
second most widely used metal after
aluminium. It is a key component in energy
generation, storage and transmission
infrastructure. In the green technology
space, copper makes up elements in
electric vehicles, wind farms, solar panels
and renewable panel grids. The growing
green supply chain is demanding for more
copper in semiconductors, optic fibres and
micro electronics.

Copper Price from 2010 to 2022
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Copper
Covid-19 infections and interrupted
industrial activity in key consumer
countries saw copper prices level out in
August 2021 following strong prices in the
first few months of 2021. However, the
demand from China, the top copper
consumer, combined with growing
optimism concerning the economic
recovery due to Covid-19 Vaccine rollouts
caused prices to rise sharply in November
and continue on that trajectory into
2022. The prices are expected to soften
due to weaker demand as rising interest
rates curb economic growth (Reuters).

Copper Price from March 2021 to March 2022 ($/mt)

COMMODITIES
SUMMARY CONT.
Lithium
Lithium prices have continued to increase due to tight
supply and surging demands. The potential for
disruption to Russia’s exports has caused additional
supply concerns.

The data from the United States Geologic Survey 2022
suggests Australia produced 55,000 tonnes of lithium in
2021, a 28 per cent increase from the 39,700 tonnes of
lithium produced in 2020. This positions Australia as the
global leader in Lithium production in 2021 followed by
Chile (26,000 tonnes), China (14,000 tonnes) and
Argentina (6,200 tonnes) the next highest producers.
Nickel
Nickel sulphate continued to rise to its
highest level since 2011 due to high
demand from the stainless steel and
battery sectors against dwindling supply.
Average price expected to rise nearly 80%
year on year.

The high nickel price (together with
growing lithium prices) are starting to feed
through into prices of electric vehicles
producers and downstream customers.
This may have a large impact on EVs
coming to the market between 2022 and
2024.

Lithium carbonate min 99.5% cif
China prices USD/kg
Data from Argusmedia

Nickel Price from March 2021 to March 2022
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The nickel price was especially volatile
during March 2022 due to concerns that
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine would result
in sanctions on nickel exports. Russia
accounted for 1.2% of the global class 1
nickel output in 2021 according to the
March Nickel Commodity Briefing Service.
This volatility is expected to last while the
market finds equilibrium after the recent
events.

Price of Lithium ($/kg)

Demand for lithium chemicals is largely attributed to the
demand for electronic vehicle arising from the world’s
transition to low carbon energy. China is currently the
largest purchaser of new energy vehicles (NEVs) with
the China Association of Automobile Manufacturers
predicting that China’s sales will exceed 5 million units in
2022. This number may even surge to 6 million units by
the end of 2022 as consumers may decide to purchase
NEVs in anticipation of rising prices due to the Chinese
government’s planned removal of the subsidy to NEVs
after December 31st, 2022. This demand surpasses the
growth in both US and EU markets.

Lithium Carbonate Prices from
18 January to 15 February
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COMMODITIES
SUMMARY CONT.

Crude Oil Price from March 2021 to March 2022
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Oil & Gas
2021 continues to provide windfall
profits to Australian (and global) oil and
gas producers. However, it is important
to note that the ability of global and
Australian producers to capitalise on
the record prices is dependent on the
quantum of reserves these producers
able to be sold on the spot market and
not locked in to be sold pursuant to
long-term contracts containing
typically more conservative prices

NATURAL GAS & CRUDE OIL
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Oil
Oil prices have continued to climb in
2022 however March and April have
been seen significant price volatility
with West Texas Immediate crude (the
world’s most actively traded commodity)
futures finishing around $102 per barrel
on 28 April (after falling to as low as
$100 earlier in the day) as investors
assessed the Covid situation on major
importer China and tight global supply.

0

Crude oil, average ($/bbl)

Crude oil, Brent ($/bbl)

Crude oil, Dubai ($/bbl)

Crude oil, WTI ($/bbl)

Data from The World Bank

Chinese state media reported on 28
April that the city of Hangzhou, an ecommerce hub and home to 12.2
million people, will conduct mass
Covid testing from April 28. Increasing
virus cases were also reported in
Beijing while the outbreak in Shanghai
appeared to be stabilizing.
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Gas
Natural-gas prices climbed steadily in
March & April. European benchmark
prices rose on 27 April by 4.1% to settle
at about US$114.28, per megawatthour, in a turbulent day of trading. That
is well below the peak price European
gas reached in March, but still
approximately 5 times prices in April
2021.

Crude Oil Price from 2010 to 2022 ($/bbl)
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COMMODITIES
SUMMARY CONT.

Russia's decision to stop gas exports to
Poland & Bulgaria has sparked investors
fears that that global gas supplies will
only tighten.

Natural Gas Price from January 2021 to January 2022

45
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Gas cont’
As the war in Ukraine rages, an energy
battle is spreading across Europe, with
countries racing to replace Russian
fossil fuels. On 27 April Russian energy
giant Gazprom ceased gas supplies to
Bulgaria and Poland after the EUmember countries refused to pay gas
imports in roubles, escalating an energy
crisis in Europe at a time the EU is
considering a ban on Russian crude
imports

NATURAL GAS & CRUDE OIL

As European prices rise, more U.S.
natural gas has been loaded onto
tankers and sent to European ports — a
trade that more Russian curtailments
and sanction could further encourage.
This may keep heating and energy
costs high even into next European
winter’s peak-demand period.
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On its own, Russia’s move will likely
have only a limited impact on European
supplies—especially in Poland, which
already was planning to end reliance on
Russian exports by the end of 2022. But
larger European economies, such as
Germany’s and Italy’s, could experience
shortages if Russia turns off supplies,
and the growing possibility of that
scenario sent prices higher, analysts
said. To date most European countries
have rejected Russia’s demand for
rouble payments.

Natural gas, US ($/mmbtu)
Natural gas, Europe ($/mmbtu)
Liquefied natural gas, Japan ($/mmbtu)

Natural Gas Price from 2009 to 2021 ($/mmbtu)
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In the U.S., the gas benchmark price
climbed 6.1% on Wednesday 28th April
to settle at US$7.27 per million British
thermal units, building on a significant
surge that has lifted natural-gas prices
from under $4 at the start of the year.
Typically, prices decline as the Northern
Hemisphere’s spring’s milder weather
sets in.
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COMMODITIES
SUMMARY CONT.
Fertiliser and Salt
Fertiliser and salt prices continue to climb on the back
of high natural gas and coal prices (up 30% since the
beginning of 2022) and record global food demand.
Natural gas is a key input for fertiliser production (in
particular, urea which is the most globally utilised
nitrogen fertiliser).
The war in Ukraine has also affected supply as Russia is
a key exporter of nitrogen, phosphate and potash
fertilisers. Sanctions against Belarus have had
significant implications for the potash market as
collectively Russia and Belarus contributes around 40%
of traded volumes annually.
Australia imports most of its urea China and the Middle
East. Nervousness around urea supply have been
steadily increasing following China urea export ban in
August 2021 and the heightened tension arising from
China’s military presence in the Solomon Islands.

BCI’s Mardi Salt Project
Construction on the Mardi Salt project commenced in
February 2022 wwith the project aiming to produce 5.35
million tonnes of salt and 140 kilotonnes of sulphate of
potash fertiliser annually from 2024 for 60 years, using
99 per cent solar and wind energy.
In mid March 2022 BCI stated that “it is not immune”
from cost pressures plaguing the fertiliser and salt
industries, including higher wages and raw materials
amid supply shortages and that it hoped those things
could normalise over time ... we have to monitor and
manage that”. However, BCI noted that “sulphate of
potash (SOP), expected to make up about a quarter of
Mardi’s sales, has a strong outlook given it was an
essential fertiliser and Belarus and Russia make up
around 40 per cent of supply ” (Australian Financial
Review).

Fertiliser and Salt price from 2010 to 2022
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Fertiliser and Salt Prices from March
2021 to March 2022
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Cattle Prices

After it reached a new record high in January of
1,191cents per kilogram carcass weight (kcw,) the
Eastern Young Cattle Indicator has (EYCI) has softened
over the past few month averaging 1,087cents per
kilogram carcass weight (kcw,) on 28 April 2022. Looking
ahead, supply is expected to increase, however there is a lot
to play out in flood affected regions of Queensland and New
South Wales. Stock losses, road closures and national
processor disruptions are all factors which will play on future
prices.
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OTHER PILBARA NEWS
(INVESTMENT, LEGISLATION, GOVERNANCE)
Pilbara Designated Area Migration Agreement
In late March 2022 the Federal Immigration
Minister signed the Pilbara Designated Area
Migration Agreement.

Pilbara Development Commission’s Housing and
Land Summary & Analysis
On 13 April 2022, the Pilbara Development
Commission released its bi-annual report on the
Pilbara residential property market.

The Pilbara DAMA is a five-year agreement
between the Commonwealth and Regional
Development (RDA) Australia, in partnership with
the City of Karratha and Town of Port Hedland.
The Pilbara DAMA provides new pathways for
employers to sponsor skilled and semi-skilled
overseas workers for positions they are unable to
fill with Australian workers.

The latest report covers data for July to December
2022, and identifies that during this 6-month period:
-

454 houses were sold across the region, a 20%
increase on the 6 months to December 2020.
Median houses prices continued to increase,
rising by 25% to $454,500 in the 12 months to
December 2021
Demand for units increased, with the median
price up 54.76% to $290,184 for the period.
Median weekly rent rose to $633, up 20.48%
compared to the last half of 2020.

Regional Development Australia (RDA) Pilbara will
administer the process for accessing the DAMA,
with businesses in the City of Karratha and Town
of Port Hedland able to apply from 9 May.

-

A joint funding model between RDA Pilbara, the
City of Karratha and the Town of Port Hedland will
subsidise the cost of applications to access the
Pilbara DAMA. The funding model will help reduce
the financial burden on local businesses and
encourage businesses to leverage the Pilbara
DAMA.

Pilbara Hydrogen Hub
On 19 April 2022 the Federal Government announced
it would invest up to $70 million to support the WA
State Government’s $70 million existing commitment
to create a $140 million Pilbara Hydrogen Hub..

Federal Government Fuel Excise Subsidy
At midnight on 29 March 2022, the Federal
Government's initiative to implement a 50% fuel
excise subsidy came into effect. This subsidy will
remain in place for six months until 28 September
2022. This decision is expected to cost the Federal
Government Budget $3 Billion.

The cut in fuel excise will be passed on to
consumers once existing petrol stocks are used as
the full excise has already been paid on existing
stocks of fuel. This lag in the adjustment of
wholesale prices is shorter in larger cities and sites
with large turnover but is often longer in regional
locations where lower volumes of fuel are sold
and fuel is replenished less frequently.

-

The Pilbara Hydrogen Hub involves the
development of a hydrogen or ammonia pipeline
connecting the Maitland and Burrup strategic
industrial areas; the creation of a Clean Energy
Training & Research Institute based in Karratha and
Port Hedland (a state-of-the-art education and
research facility); Lumsden Point port upgrades to
facilitate export opportunities; and a planned
pathway to industry expansion.
Alinta Energy Port Hedland Big Battery Project
On 8 April 2022, the WA State Government awarded
Alinta Energy $1.5 million from the Clean Energy
Future Fund (CEFF) for Alinta’s Port Hedland Big
Battery project.
This project will add battery storage to a gas-fired
power station to replace spinning reserve (which
burns gas) with energy stored in the battery to
provide instant support to the grid when needed.

Disclaimer: Any statement or finding expressed or implied in this document is provided in good
faith based on the information available to the consultants. No warranty, expressed or implied is
given for accuracy of the information provided by others. The authors accept no liability for any
loss or damages arising from or relating to the use of the report by any other party.
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