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Sustained fall in unit approvals raises questions
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Unit-led fall persists

Ryan Wells
/' Economist

A

Dwelling approvals surprised to the downside once again,
declining -5.7% in April. This was significantly below the
consensus forecast for a 3.0% gain, and even fell short of
Westpac’s bottom-of-the-range forecast (-1.0%). April's

decline follows a sizeable —7.1% fall in March and a -0.1%
dip in February, bringing the annual pace down to 7.6%yr.

Note most of the figures in the table and accompanying
charts show approvals in a rolling three-month average
basis to tone down the month-to-month volatility.

Private unit approvals were the chief culprit behind the
latest weakness, collapsing —-19% in April following an
already outsized decline of -14.4% in March. Most of this
has been centred on ‘high rise’ approvals, which have fallen
—44% in the past two months in seasonally adjusted terms.

Private detached houses were more positive, bouncing
3.1% higher in April following a -1.9% decline in March.
This segment usually provides us with a more stable read
on underlying momentum, the latest result suggesting
that detached house approvals are still tracking a modest
but positive uptrend.

With the nature of April's pull-back being centred on
private units, states such as NSW (-5.8%mth), Vic (-5.9%)
and Qld (-1.0%) bore the brunt of the slowdown, although
each of these states also saw solid lifts in detached house
approvals. SA (+6.0%mth) and WA (+5.1%mth) meanwhile
outperformed.

The value of renovation approvals fell -0.5% in April
following a —-1.2% fall in March, seeing the quarterly pace
sink into modestly negative territory (-0.4%qtr). The value
of non-residential building approvals meanwhile bounced
significantly higher, up +20% in April following a +46%
surge in March, with the ABS noting that this is mostly
price driven rather than volumes.

Overall, it is worth noting that unit approvals are subject
to sharp swings that can often muddy the read on the
headline trend for total dwelling approvals. That said,
unit approvals have been responsible for the vast majority
of the uptrend in total dwelling approvals since February
2024, and over just the past three months, nearly three
quarters of that has already been given back. Whether
this proves to be temporary or a more sustained move
off the recent peak remains to be seen. It is nonetheless
encouraging to see detached house approvals remain
positive, albeit modest. On an annualised basis, dwelling
approvals are still tracking in line with our forecast of
around 175,000 for 2025.

Building approvals - April 2025

3mth %chg* %yr
3mth avg latest Mar Apr Mar Apr
Private houses 9,217 -0.1 1.1 4.7 3.1
Private units 6,128 14.8 -4.2 54.3 453
Public dwellings 277 -395 -31.1 15.2 4.5
Total dwellings 15,622 4.5 -1.9 21.4 16.4
Total dwellings, mthly* 14,633 -7.1 -5.7 15.4 7.6
— units in 'high rise'A 3,448 224 -9.7 689 750
— units in 'low rise'A 2,932 3tk 8.1 23.6 22.8
Renovations, $bn 1.167 1.0 -0.4 9.8 5.2
Non-res., Sbn 6.353 -6.8 1.1 11.0 203

*figures for ‘total dwellings mthly’ are monthly and mthly%ch, all others are
rolling 3mth avg and 3mth%ch; Aall sectors, Westpac estimates
Sources: ABS, Westpac Economics
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Total dwelling approvals: by state
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