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Ombudsman’s Foreword

Natural disasters have a significant and devastating impact
on small and family businesses, and the communities

they live and work in. These horrific events can cause lasting
harm to the enterprising women and men building

' businesses, employing local community members, and
contributing to the Australian economy.

The delivery of the Small Business Natural Disaster
Preparedness and Resilience Inquiry comes after small and
| family business owners have experienced the ‘rolling

== disasters’ of the 2019-20 bushfire season, the COVID-19
pandemic, drought conditions in parts of the country, and
most recently, the February/March 2022 flooding in New
South Wales and south-eastern Queensland.

In the aftermath of natural disasters, we typically see massive and heartbreaking clean-up
efforts, a lengthy and hard-going recovery and questions asked about how small and family
businesses, and communities will bounce back and what, if anything, could have been done to
better prepare.

It is clear from our work that preparation is key to small and family businesses building
resilience and coming through natural disasters in the best possible shape. It is equally clear
that small and family business owners cannot do this on their own.

In conducting this inquiry, we have heard from small and family businesses impacted by
natural disasters at 36 feedback sessions across five states. My office was overwhelmed and
humbled by the willingness of small and family businesses from across Australia to speak
candidly about their often extremely challenging experiences of natural disasters and

share their learnings with us. Our online survey attracted more than 2,000 respondents, who
shared their insights about how best the government can support smaller businesses to
prepare for and contend with a natural disaster.

It is through the lived experience of small and family business owners that we have learnt that
the cost of natural disasters and the time it takes for small and family businesses to get back
on their feet can be reduced by being better prepared, taking sensible risk mitigation action
and bolstering resilience.

Governments at all levels have a role to play in ensuring people have the information they
need to make informed decisions about how to manage the risks they face from natural
disasters and how to be in the best position possible when an unavoidable event occurs.

Our Inquiry has found that community engagement, local leadership and decision making,
informed by local knowledge and community connectedness, is critical. Local government is a
vital component of the community response.

Often, it’s the local business owners who are the community leaders, and are experienced in
natural disasters affecting their region, that can best guide and support their business peers in
preparation and planning. These community leaders can also help ensure local government
messaging is practical and targeted.
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A strong sense of community connectedness, including collegiate business relationships
- which we have described as ‘socio-commercial capital’ - leads to more resilient and unified
communities that work together to prepare for, and respond to natural disasters.

This local leadership needs further support and access to resources to best assist small and
family business owners and managers who are working to get back on their feet. We have
made a number of recommendations addressing this issue, including the consideration of a
small business resilience package as part of the Small Business Friendly Councils initiative, in
conjunction with the State Small Business Commissioners, and a ‘my business future’ focus to
provide small business owners with the support they need to prepare for, and build resilience
in the face of natural disaster. This approach would also support small and family business
preparedness for other debilitating circumstances that can confront business leaders.

Clarity and certainty are key to preparedness. That is why we have recommended small
business support be automatically elevated in disaster funding arrangements, including for
indirectly affected businesses, to help build resilience.

Equally, a commitment to establish a business hub near the disaster-impacted area as a single
point for local, state, federal, and NGO agencies to assist small businesses in getting access to
the streamlined support they need, is vital. We have recommended that all levels of
government work together to develop a ‘tell-us-once’ triage and information collation system,
to save small business owners the trauma and time associated with repeating their story.

Community and business leaders told us repeatedly that critical infrastructure in many
cases wasn’t fit for purpose in the event of a natural disaster. Our Inquiry recommends
Australian Government infrastructure grants for critical infrastructure in high disaster-risk
areas be dependent on infrastructure hardening to ensure it remains intact and functioning
even in a catastrophic natural disaster event.

In being better prepared for natural disasters, economic modelling predicts significant savings
in the longer term. A recent report commissioned by the Insurance Council of Australia shows a
proposed five-year $2 billion investment program to reduce cyclone, flood, bushfire, and
coastal risks could reduce financial, health and social costs to the Australian Government and
Australian households by at least $19 billion by 2050.

Rather than a piecemeal approach, an agreed method for nominating high-disaster risk areas
is proposed. Once agreed between federal, state, and local governments, emergency agencies,
and the insurance industry, a suite of measures has been identified that could form a part of
‘place based’ strategic plan. Such an agreed plan would include, infrastructure improvement,
resilience and preparedness actions, role delineation and accountabilities, and funding
models to mitigate the most significant harm from disaster events and to re-establish a
functioning risk mitigation and management framework in these areas.

And of course, insurance was the ‘elephant in the room’ in every conversation we had during
this work. Small and family business owners report challenges accessing insurance, let alone
affordable insurance, and acknowledge that in many instances they are operating uninsured,
underinsured, or with excesses payable that prohibit them making a claim. Insurance is an
extremely complex policy area, but more clearly needs to be done to address this market
dysfunction.
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As natural disasters occur more frequently, which the United Nations considers almost certain,
and with increased severity, small businesses could be greatly assisted by improved education
and engagement programs to help them prepare.

The recommendations in this report are designed to provide much-needed support to the
small and family business community in preparing for natural disasters and boosting their
resilience. While the work on this Inquiry has been limited with a tight timeframe, this final
report offers a solid foundation of recommendations that will require building upon and
regular re-visiting as this complex public policy challenge evolves. In short, there is much more
work to be done in this space.

Above all, my agency stands ready to work with disaster recovery agencies, stakeholders and
other groups to ensure continuous improvements are made to keep pace with these ‘rolling
disasters’ that are having such a significant impact on our small and family business
community.

My sincere thanks and appreciation go to the many courageous and forward looking small and
family business owners who contributed throughout this process, to the many agencies who
were generous in sharing their insights, time, and experience, and to my Small Business
Commissioner colleagues and small business industry associations who also provided valued
insight and counsel. Without the support of my skilled, diligent, and highly motivated team, it
would not have been possible to prepare this report on such a challenging and sensitive topic
in the tight timeframe and produce public policy recommendations of purpose and
perspicacity.

Hon. Bruce Billson

Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman
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1. Executive Summary

1.1 Overview

111

1.1.2

1.1.3

1.14

1.1.5
1.1.6

1.1.7

Natural disasters are catastrophic and have prolonged impacts for individuals, regions and
communities. Natural disasters are occurring with increased frequency and severity.

The impacts of natural disasters on small and family businesses can be devastating yet
according to our survey, few have current business continuity plans. The Australian Small
Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman (the Ombudsman) regularly receives calls from
small and family businesses that have been affected by natural disasters, both immediately and
in the following months and years after. Many small and family businesses remain engaged in
issue after issue to progress their recovery, and in some cases in protracted disputes which
have a genesis either directly or indirectly in natural disasters.

The Ombudsman works across all levels of government, in partnership with small business
commissioners, federal regulator and dispute resolution agencies, colleagues, private sector
organisations, and representative bodies to support small and family businesses following
natural disasters. As a result of this work, the Ombudsman has been advocating for greater
emphasis being placed on ways to build small and family business preparedness for, and
resilience in the face of, natural disasters.

On 23 December 2021 the Minister for Employment, Workforce, Skills, Small and Family
Business, the Hon. Stuart Robert MP (the Minister), referred an Inquiry into Small and Family
Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience to the Ombudsman under Section 42(1)
of the Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman Act 2015 (the Act). This
Inquiry focuses on existing education and engagement practices and how these could be
improved and support the implementation of the Australian Government’s response to the
Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements (the Royal Commission).

The Minister requested the Inquiry commence immediately and report back by 18 March 2022.

Following receipt of the referral and pursuant to Section 3 of the Act, the Ombudsman
published the required Notice of Intention to hold the Inquiry in each state and territory by
publishing notices in newspapers listed at Attachment A.

The Ombudsman worked closely with industry associations, trusted advisers, small and family
business support organisations, government disaster response and resilience organisations
which provide support to small and family businesses, and those that undertake disaster
response work. The Ombudsman held in person feedback sessions in Queensland, New South
Wales, Victoria, South Australia, and Tasmania, as well as an online session in the Northern
Territory and Western Australia, hearing directly from small and family businesses affected by
natural disasters. See Attachment B for full list of feedback sessions.

1.2 Terms of Reference

1.21

The Terms of Reference were reviewed by the National Recovery and Resilience Agency and
was provided to the Ombudsman by the Minister. See Attachment C for Terms of Reference.

1.3 Role of ASBFEO

131

1.3.2

Australia is a nation of small businesses and family enterprises. It is a dynamic and exciting
sector that allows people with an entrepreneurial spirit to purse their dreams. One of the
fastest growing in the economy, the sector presents many opportunities to those who dedicate
themselves to pursuing a small business and family enterprise venture.

The Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman (the Ombudsman)
understands the challenges facing small business and family enterprises, and provides advice
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and undertakes research to improve policies, access to dispute resolution services and mental
health support should the need arise.

1.3.3  The mission of the Ombudsman is to help ensure Australia is the best place to start, grow and
transform a small business or family enterprise. The Ombudsman celebrates the vital and
deeply personal contribution made by the more than 2.3 million small businesses and family
enterprises to Australia’s prosperity, wellbeing and community.

1.3.4 The Ombudsman was established in 2016 under the Australian Small Business and Family
Enterprise Ombudsman Act 2015. The Ombudsman is an independent advocate and assists
Australian small and family business owners, with legislative powers to conduct inquiries and
research, work with other arms of government, contribute to inquiries and promote good
business practice.

1.3.5 The Ombudsman is underpinned by three key functions:

1.3.5.1 Assistance: through the provision of information about dispute resolution options,
access to mediation, alternative dispute resolution processes under the Franchising,
Horticulture, Dairy and Oil Codes of Conduct and assistance with disputes with the
Australian Taxation Office (ATO).

1.3.5.2 Advocacy: through the provision of advice and insights to policy and decision makers,
conducting research, delivering inquiries, providing commentary on legislation,
providing advice to Ministers and outreach and engagement activities.

1.3.5.3 Media and Communications: share all of our valuable insights and understandings of
the currentissues facing small businesses and family enterprises, promote best
practices in the small business and family enterprise sector to the broader community,
remind small businesses and family enterprises that we’re here to represent them and
provide them with a platform to engage with other important and relevant
representative bodies.

1.4 Findings

1.4.1 Thelnquiry identified a range of key themes and findings that are strongly articulated in
research, as well as through community and sectoral feedback sessions held across the
country. These themes and findings can be grouped into areas of ‘community preparedness’,
‘barriers to preparedness’, ‘resilience enablement’ and ‘clarity and certainty’.

1.4.2 Many of the findings are consistent with those of the Royal Commission, with several of the
recommendations of this Inquiry designed to complement recommendations from the Royal
Commission (see Attachment D).

Community Preparedness
Socio-commercial capital

1.43 Local economies that have ‘wind in their sails’ are better equipped to weather and recover from
disasters than those that are already struggling.

1.44 Astrongsense of community connectedness, business connectedness, and strong relationships
of trust between businesses (‘socio-commercial capital’) lead to more resilient, unified
communities that work together in response to disasters. Communities without these
strengthened relationships and behaviours, struggle to respond to challenges.

The value of local experience

1.4.5 Strong local business communities can be drawn on to share experience, educating and
supporting ‘newcomer’ business owners in preparedness and resilience in their regional
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setting. There is a clear need to provide education and support to business owners new to a
region or to business.

Importantly, this sense of ‘local’ experience transcends town borders, local government areas,
and state borders and can be more reflective of economic and natural systems catchments.

Community leadership

14.7

1.4.8

1.4.9

1.4.10

In many of the communities with strong socio-commercial capital, local small business leaders
are looked to as community leaders in times of disaster. These community leaders are key to
disaster preparedness planning and in building resilience in the face of disaster.

The survey data developed through this Inquiry shows that different types of disaster will have
different timelines for recovery, with, for example, drought taking significantly longer to
recover from than cyclones. As such, support for community leaders needs to be tailored to the
type of disaster the community has faced.

Itis critical, however, that these business owners are adequately supported with resourcing
and assistance to participate in preparedness planning and resilience building activities, as
they may also be severely impacted at a personal level.

Further, while many businesses actively encourage a sense of volunteerism amongst their
employees, this creates burdens for businesses that may have critical workers or a significant
part of their workforce called out for volunteer work for an extended period of time.

Barriers to Preparedness

Better business practice

1411

1.4.12

1.4.13

14.14

Broadly speaking, well run, planned and forward looking, and managed businesses are more
likely to manage effectively through natural disaster than businesses with less internal
capacity.?

Simple steps such as ensuring record keeping is up to date, business processes and critical
information are, where possible, digitised, and payments to relevant bodies such as the ATO,
lenders, and insurers are up to date, were pointed to as better business practice matters that if
lacking, caused significant and unnecessary issues following a disaster.

In addition to these better business practices, best practice activities were identified in
particularly resilient businesses, noting that businesses with significant preparedness activities
were most likely to be resilient in the face of a natural disaster.

It is noteworthy that only one in four businesses have any sort of preparedness plan, and even
fewer have one that has been created in recent times. Businesses report being better prepared
for floods and cyclones than other types of disaster.

Investment in preparedness

1.4.15

1.4.16

1.4.17

We were told of numerous examples of proposals for monitoring and mitigation investments
that have not attracted support despite requests to governments for funding.

Government grant funding for engineering works, monitoring and predictive capability, and
infrastructure enhancements, often require matching contributions beyond the capacity of the
proponents.

This experience in many communities could be a contributing factor to analysis by the
Productivity Commission? and Deloitte Access Economics® showing that of all money spent by

1 Regional Australia Institute. Disaster Recovery and Resilience Policy Guide 2021.
2 Productivity Commission. Natural Disaster Funding Arrangements, May 2015.
3 Deloitte Access Economics. Economic Reality Check: Adapting Australia for climate-resilient growth. January 2022.
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governments on disasters in Australia, 97% is spent after the event with only 3% spentin
preparedness.

Resilience Enablement

Insurance

1.4.18 One of the aspects of better business practices is ensuring a business is adequately and
appropriately insured. Many business owners expressed frustration about being unable to
secure appropriate insurance at an affordable price. Some reported operating uninsured, or
significantly underinsured, with excesses that would preclude any claim being made. All
reported that they were working with insurance brokers to seek insurance, and the value of
these relationships and support.

1.4.19 Small and family business owners consistently reported insurers being disinterested in, or
dismissive of the steps taken to mitigate disaster risk at an individual business level.

Infrastructure hardening

1.4.20 An aspect of ‘good neighbourhood’ (to be discussed later) is for all levels of government to
ensure critical infrastructure is fit for purpose and appropriately hardened in preparedness for
a natural disaster. Feedback identified the ‘fitness for purpose’ of development approved land,
particularly in fire-prone and on flood plain areas.

1.4.21 Contributing small and family businesses consistently reported embracing preparatory steps
urged of them only to have critical infrastructure needed to rely on these preparedness and
resilience building steps fail. Examples included shifting to cloud-based records keeping,
moving data storage and business systems away from desk-top technology, only to face
telecommunications and power outages; the use of card and EFT payment systems, only to
have networks ‘down’ and ATMs out of service when cash was needed; vital transport corridors
(including designated evacuation routes) not safe for use due to inadequate roadside clearing;
and ‘last resort’ refuges inadequately equipped. A ‘hardening’ of critical infrastructure and
systems needed to support best advice in small and family business disaster preparedness is
necessary.

Timely and clear communications

1.4.22 Noting the effects of ‘localism’ being more reflective of economic and natural systems
catchments than hard designated borders, stakeholders expressed a wish for communications
related to cross border disasters to be strengthened. For example, where disaster warning
systems are reliant on state-managed data, cross-border or near-border communities can be
unaware of the rapid advance of disaster conditions and threats.

1.4.23 Feedback session participants highlighted changes to the way the Bureau of Meteorology
collates and publishes data and weather predictions, noting that a move away from individual
monitoring stations on farms supplemented by real-time on-the-ground responses, has led to
shortcomings in predictive modelling or delayed reporting of the impacts of weather patterns.

1.4.24 While communities reported significant gratitude for the work of broadcasters in keeping them
informed of disaster conditions, concerns were raised about the contemporaneous nature of
information being broadcast. Noting that emergency services information may not be available
to broadcasters in a constant stream, feedback received suggested the potential benefits of
‘timestamping’ information that was first received in excess of one hour prior, so that
communities had confidence in the continuing relevance of the information.

1.4.25 Survey data highlighted the need for multi-channel communication around disasters, with
clear preferences expressed by some business owners, and differing levels of trust and distrust
in various information sources.
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Good neighbours

1.4.26 Some business owners reported a sense of doing ‘all they could’ to prepare for disasters, only
to have their risk management and mitigation circumstances harmed by a lack of
commensurate ‘good neighbour’ actions, particularly from governments of all levels, as well as
some land holders and land managers. Examples were shared of businesses abutting public
land where their own actions could not overcome problems caused by the absence of fuel load
reduction, fire mitigation, and storm water runoff.

1.4.27 Dependency on vulnerable telecommunications infrastructure and critical access corridors, not
supported by appropriate roadside clearing were cited as examples of preparedness planning
undermined by infrastructure fragility or incapacity.

Clarity and Certainty

1.4.28 Throughout the Inquiry, there has been a strong sense of inequity and unpredictability in the
ways supports have previously been and will be rolled out in the event of future natural
disasters. This unpredictability makes it challenging for businesses to adequately prepare for
future disaster events, and reduces resilience in small and family business owners craving
certainty in the face of natural disasters.

Certainty of support offerings

1.4.29 Part of the communication and preparedness around natural disasters needs to be focused on
ensuring small and family business owners are confident of the support they will receive in the
event of an emergency, and that it is distributed in a way that is seen as equitable across
business types and the community.

1.4.30 Afurther factor raised in consultation was the unpredictable eligibility of indirectly affected
businesses. This is particularly so where businesses are not physically impacted or part of the
‘damage scar’.

Moral hazard issues

1.4.31 The perception of unpredictability and in some instances inequity or inconsistency of support
has produced a sense resentment amongst communities. Consultations revealed that amongst
some businesses there was a sense that support recipients were advantaged after giving less
attention, time, and effort to protect their own economic interests.

1.4.32 Examples were cited of business owners purchasing adequate (in some cases expensive)
insurance where it is available, having disaster management plans, and preparing premises and
storage areas prior to a disaster, and then seemingly denied public support as a result of these
self-supporting activities. Care is required in providing responsive and adequate taxpayer
support so that this support does not act as a disincentive to business owners taking
reasonable self-care and self-support measures.

Increasing disaster regularity

1.4.33 Thereis the working assumption that natural disasters occur infrequently, which allows a
sufficient recovery time, ensuring communities and small and family businesses can prepare
and build resilience for future disasters. However, feedback received during the Inquiry is
contrary to this belief. Then rather, natural disasters are increasing in frequency and intensity,
with some small and family business communities describing a ‘rolling disaster’ operational
environment.

1.4.34 A perception of ‘rolling disasters’ negatively impacts the capacity of a small and family business
to build resilience, as they perceive they are simply ‘holding on’ from one disaster to the next.
The frequency of disasters also presents a problem when recovery grants are tied to a reduction
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in turnover year on year, as small and family businesses may not be able to show the necessary
reduction if they have had more than one bad year in succession.

Mental health impacts

1.4.35 Many business owners reported struggling with their mental health following a natural disaster.
Small and family business owners pointed to lack of clarity and certainty around their future as
a significant challenge to their ongoing mental wellbeing.

1.4.36 Contributors to the Inquiry praised the immediate mental health support available to impacted
communities while pointing to accumulated health stressors arising from repeated events, and
that emotional distress may take time to manifest, akin to the grieving process.

One stop shop

1.4.37 The need for simple information dissemination and communication channels to support ease
of action by business owners was raised throughout consultations. Business owners reported
being confused about where to go to find the most recent and relevant information, noting that
it is often spread across state and territory websites.

1.4.38 Further, business owners reported additional confusion in the immediate aftermath of a
disaster, noting the need to speak to multiple agencies. This confusion was pointed to as one of
the key barriers to preparedness.

1.4.39 The town of Bega was held up as best practice in relation to their implementation of a physical
one stop shop, known and identified to the small and family business community in advance,
to bring government and private support together in one location.

1.4.40 While the ‘one stop shop’ activities were extremely welcome, feedback was received around the
potential benefits of all governments embracing a ‘tell us once’ ethos in their engagement with
small and family businesses, so that business owners (and members of disaster-affected
communities) are not required to provide the same information to multiple government
organisations.

1.5 Recommendations

1.5.1 Recommendation 1: Given the critical nature of small and family businesses to disaster prone
areas, small and family business support should continue to be automatically elevated in
disaster funding arrangements, to build resilience of communities and allow small and family
business owners to be adequately prepared. The current review of the Disaster Recovery
Funding Arrangements (DRFA) should include consideration of suitability of the arrangements
for small and family business, including how indirectly affected businesses can be
automatically supported in the event of a natural disaster.

1.5.2 Recommendation 2: The Australian Government should consider funding a ‘small and family
business resilience’ package within the Small Business Friendly Councils (SBFC) initiative.* The
SBFC is a partnership between local councils and the State Small Business Commissioners to
provide small and family business owners with the support they need to do business.

1.5.2.1 Most SBFC sign up to a charter with shared goals and commitments around payment
times to small and family business suppliers, managing disruption caused by

4 https://www.vsbc.vic.gov.au/small-business-support/small-business-friendly-councils/;
https://www.business.gld.gov.au/running-business/support-assistance/gsbc/friendly-councils;
https://www.smallbusiness.nsw.gov.au/what-we-do/advocacy/small-business-friendly-councils-initiative;
https://www.sasbc.sa.gov.au/small-business-friendly-council;
https://www.smallbusiness.wa.gov.au/about/projects-and-initiatives/small-business-friendly-local-governments
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infrastructure projects, streamlining approval processes for people looking to start a
business, and setting up local business networks.

1.5.2.2 This engagement channel is best placed to facilitate a place-based, localised
engagement between the business community, disaster response agencies, and
program and service providers, with the capacity to translate generic communications
to take account of distinct local characteristics. This mechanism can also bring
together the key elements to enhance socio-commercial capital, raise local awareness
of help that is available, and deliver local capability training and support.

1.5.2.3 Each local councilis also required to have a Disaster Management Plan (DISPLAN) or
Emergency Management Plan or similar. These DISPLANSs detail arrangements within
the relevant council area to plan and coordinate capability in disaster management
and disaster operations. They can also include aspects of preparedness for disaster,
and how the council works with the community to ensure people are adequately
prepared.

1.5.2.4 Many of these plans do not include a chapter on small and family business disaster
planning.

1.5.2.5 Funding from the Australian Government could be delivered directly to local councils
(or a selection of councils, for example Regional Organisations of Councils), or in
partnership with the State Small Business Commissioner. This would fund structured
engagement and outreach activity to ensure a council can report against the following
elements:

1. The council DISPLAN has a small and family business and economic recovery
chapter thatincorporates local knowledge, likely decisions, response options,
and roles so as to assist small and family business preparedness.

2. That the economic development staff in council ensure there is a network of
supports for businesses in the region.

3. The council has a plan to increase peer support networks and engagement of
small and family businesses in the council area.

4. The council offers training programs directly or through other entities that have a
‘my business future’ focus. This would include business planning, disaster or
emergency planning, showcase local support and providers with a local lens, and
development of case studies to ensure peer learning and ‘pathfinding’ is
optimised.

5. The council has a clear communications plan to the small and family businesses
in their area to support preparedness for a range of natural disasters. Efficacy of
this communications plan would need to be reported on with key metrics
achieved to receive each years’ funding.

6. Prepare and publicise a local mapping of support resources, and service
providers, including where, in the event of a disaster, a one-stop-shop ‘bizhub’
would be located.

1.5.3 Recommendation 3: The Australian Government should consider providing small and family
businesses with a subsidy when workers are called out for volunteer work for an extended
period, or when a business is required to scale back operations due to a large percentage of
workers being called out for volunteer activities.

1.5.4 Recommendation 4: Recognising the invaluable work of broadcasting services, and in
encouragement of best practice, work with information services to ensure community service
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announcements and information broadcasts are ‘time stamped’ to provide the most up to date
and effective information for small and family business owners during a natural disaster.

Recommendation 5: Small and family business support programs and services such as the
Small Business Bushfire Recovery Support Line should be recognised as providing a core
capability for addressing future disasters. The Australian Government should review these
services and consider maintaining them with a base level capability, that could be scaled up
and down in line with demand. Such a service would act as a secondary support service for
business or backup for local advisers.

Recommendation 6: There are currently different methodologies for determining that an area
in Australia are ‘disaster prone’. To promote certainty of response, the Australian Government
should work with state and territory, and local governments to settle on a methodology to
determine ‘Designated Disaster Prone Areas’ that are reflective of economic and natural
systems catchments. The Australian Government should then expand the analysis of the
Designated Disaster Prone Areas and consider those areas in terms of needs for:

1. anagreed model for integrated ‘place-based’ planning, risk management and
mitigation programs and models for collaborative resilience promotion, resource
pre-deployment, event response and recovery actions and support

2. incentives for preparedness planning and reserve provisions
3. support forinfrastructure hardening
4. support around insurance options.

More than an insurance lens is required in determining these ‘Designated Disaster Prone Areas’
where claims made against assets insured is a deficient metric.

Once appropriately designated a high-disaster risk area, these communities could have access
to all or some of the following measures under an agreed, coordinated, multi-government and
agency strategy:

o participation in a government-backed reinsurance vehicle (perhaps modelled on
the UK Flood Re solution)

o priority for monitoring and mitigation expenditure
o relaxation of matched funding requirements to access support grants

o enhanced disaster planning arrangements to include federal and state
participation given these jurisdictions’ anticipated role in any disaster response

o pre-deployment of resilience and recovery assets
o priority-critical infrastructure hardening

o interest-free loans for asset protection, property enhancement, and
activity/property relocation schemes

o enhanced small and family business preparedness and resilience support
. incentives for business continuity planning and provisioning

o measures to address acute ‘moral hazard’ issues

o tailored insurance products including ‘like for right’ coverage

. greater support for the use of local government rating systems to recover
investments across the serviceable life of works and asset improvements.
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1.5.9 Recommendation 7: As part of recovery and relief funding, where a small and family business
has received an Australian Government grant, an additional amount should be made available
to the business between six and nine months following the initial grant for the express purpose
of seeking a ‘business health check’ and preparing future plans and preparedness strategies
with a trusted accountant, bookkeeper, or accredited business advisers.

1.5.10 Recommendation 8: To support Royal Commission recommendation 12.1, Australian
Government infrastructure grants should be dependent on ‘hardening’ critical infrastructure
that enhances disaster preparedness and resilience. Where Australian Government funding is
requested to support infrastructure development or repair, there must be a commensurate
responsibility to ensure critical infrastructure is fit for purpose for any intended disaster
management and response function. For example, funding agreements for critical road
upgrades should require that verges are cleared sufficiently to allow access or evacuation in the
event of an emergency. Similarly, where telecommunications infrastructure is approved and
funded (particularly where government support has been provided), arrangements to ensure
durability in the face of a natural disaster should be part of funding requirements.

1.5.11 Recommendation 9: The Australian Government should implement a ‘good neighbourhood’
program, focused on ensuring natural disaster risks are mitigated on land owned by the
Australian Government. The Australian Government should further work with state and local
governments to encourage implementation of a similar program in their jurisdictions,
alongside the implementation of Royal Commission recommendation 17.1.

1.5.12 Recommendation 10: The Australian Government should work with emergency response
agencies, state/territory and local governments and support organisations to develop a ‘one
stop shop’ online resource for vital information, current guidance, avenues of assistance and
support agencies for disaster events. This ‘single source of truth’ web portal should be
translated into multiple languages, co-ordinated by one agency, with Federal, state/territory
and local government entities and support agencies linking to it from their individual
webpages.

1.5.13 Recommendation 11: Based on the success of recent examples, local disaster planning should
include the commitment to the establishment of a ‘business hub’ within the region or close
proximity to disaster impacted areas as a single gathering place for federal, state/territory and
local government entities, NGOs and private sector organisations, and support agencies
seeking to assist small and family businesses as this would streamline awareness of and access
to assistance. The business hub should be operational outside of standard business hours to
accommodate small and family business owners seeking to continue trading.

1.5.14 Recommendation 12: To support the effectiveness of ‘business hubs’ and to reduce the
trauma experienced by small and family business owners needing to re-tell ‘their story’
repeatedly to difference agencies and support providers, the Australian Government should
work with state/territory and local governments and partnering agencies to develop a ‘tell us
once’ triage and information collation system. This initiative will enable a concierge-type
approach to guide businesses to the most relevant and helpful support providers, support
improved and consistent case management, help to avoid ‘if only | knew ...” scenarios and
possibly support the implementation of a ‘single case identifier’.

1.5.15 Recommendation 13: The Australian Government should consider establishing an opt-in ‘My
Business Record’ to allow for the collation of all relevant Government-held information the
business may need in the event of a disaster in an easy to access digital location, that can
accompany vital information privately held by the business if desired.

1.5.16 Recommendation 14: The Australian Government should ensure that its Modernising Business
Registries initiative and the creation of an Australian Business Register have, as an early
deliverable, registry and business definition functionality to support the accurate identification

Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman | Inquiry Report




2 Summary | Inquiry Report

of business type, operational location, an ability to record multiple and diverse fields of activity
within a business and data exchange capability with other agencies and reporting. This
functionality will support the improved and timely targeting of vital information, ‘placed-
based’ resources and proactive delivery of financial assistance and support with robust
governance in response to disaster events.

1.5.17 Recommendation 15: The Australian Government should consider expanding programs such
as the Small Business Mentoring Service, the Digital Solutions - Australian Small Business
Advisory Service, or Rural Business Tasmania to work with the NRRA to provide ongoing
coaching and help to develop disaster recovery plans in disaster affected regions across
Australia and digital enablement.

Funding for such programs should be for a minimum of two years, preferably three, to
encourage skilled providers seeking secure work to participate in the programs.

1.5.18 Recommendation 16: The Australian Government should consider funding a proactive
community information program and ongoing promotion of small and family business disaster
preparedness and resilience best practice, as well as ongoing research into supporting these
aims for the sector.
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2. Survey Data

2.1 Overview

2.1.1

2.1.2

2.1.3

2.14

2.1.5

2.1.6

2.1.7

As part of the Inquiry, the Ombudsman sought the views of small and family business owners
affected by natural disasters through submissions, in-person feedback sessions, and a survey
targeted to small and family business owners in disaster-affected areas.

The survey identified the knowledge of, understanding and effectiveness of current education
and engagement materials, that aim to support small and family business owners prepare for a
natural disaster and provided insights into areas in which further support and education is
required.

The specific research objectives were to understand what information is received and used by
small and family business owners including preferred modes of communication, differences in
disaster recovery between regional and urban areas, and differences in experiences and
outcomes between states and territories.

The research further sought to identify whether and how small and family business owners
prepare for natural disasters, problems faced by small and family business owners following a
disaster, what achievable timeframes for recovery are, and how to enhance access to
communication for preparedness and recovery information.

Survey responses were sought from businesses which identified as small and family businesses,
had fewer than 100 employees and experienced a natural disaster within the last five years.

Fieldwork was conducted between 11-28 February 2022, with more than 2,000 responses
received.

Responses were grouped by whether the business was metropolitan or regional, the state or
territory of operation, number of employees (businesses with 1-5 employees including sole
traders, those with 6-20 employees, and those with 21-99 employees), and industry (blue collar,
white collar, or other services).

2.2 Summary of Results

2.2.1

2.2.2

The picture for the smallest businesses is not good, with these businesses reporting being the
most negatively affected by a disaster event, suffering the most financial loss, and experiencing
a significantly lengthier recovery.

The fact that small and family businesses are the most likely to be severely affected by disaster,
may be due in some part to being the least likely to have preparedness plans or be aware of
additional supports outside of Services Australia and the ATO. These smallest businesses are
also the least likely to have used any entity for information and assistance.
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Source: Small Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience, page 21, prepared for the ASBFEO
by fiftyfives (Feb 2022)

2.2.3 Thefull research reportis at Attachment E.
Exposure to Disaster Impacts

2.2.4 The most common disaster impacting small and family businesses in the last five years was
COVID-19 (90% of respondents), followed by severe rainfall (16%), and bushfires (12%).

Percentage of businesses suffering reduced
revenue: by disaster type
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Source: Small Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience,
page 12, prepared for the ASBFEO by fiftyfives (Feb 2022)

2.2.5 The COVID-19 pandemic is on a different scale of disaster than others (flood, fire, drought,
heatwave, damaging winds) in terms of impact. COVID-19 has disproportionately impacted

metropolitan areas, unlike other disasters which generally have a greater impact on rural and
regional areas.
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2.2.7

2.2.8

2.2.9

2.2.10

2.2.11

2.2.12

2.2.13

There are clear regional patterns in the impacts of various disasters. Broadly speaking,
Queensland is more likely to be impacted by severe rainfall, flooding, and cyclones. New South
Wales-based businesses are most likely to be impacted by floods, and businesses in Western
Australia, South Australia, and the Northern Territory report being most likely to be affected by
heatwaves and damaging winds.

The primary issue affecting all businesses across all disaster types are reduced revenue and
reduced customer demand. Businesses at the smaller end of the scale were markedly more
affected by having a reduced customer demand than larger businesses. The impacts of reduced
revenue and reduced customer demand were significantly higher during the pandemic and
drought compared to other disaster types.

Other significant issues raised by businesses are supply chain and staffing problems. These
problems are experienced significantly more by larger businesses, and by businesses in blue
collar industries.

Larger businesses and those operating in blue collar industries were also significantly more
likely to suffer loss of stock, concerns about viability and safety of premises, and problems with
internet and telephone connectivity.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, financial loss was consistently cited as the most significant barrier to
recovery across disaster type. This was particularly acute in pandemic and drought situations.
Other impacts vary by disaster type, with significant property damage reported in instances of
severe rainfall and cyclone, and disrupted utilities highlighted as particularly problematic
during bushfire and heatwaves.

Smaller businesses are more likely to report financial loss as being a significant barrier to
recovery with 65% of respondents in the 1-5 employees category recording this as the most
significant barrier to recovery.

Larger businesses (and those in blue collar industries) are more likely to report ongoing supply
chain disruptions and staffing shortages as the most common issues.

Businesses in regional areas are significantly more likely to report significant property damage
and disrupted utilities as barriers to recovery.

Small Business OQutcomes

2.2.14

Natural disasters have impacted on most small and family businesses, regardless of location,
size or industry type, with businesses located in New South Wales and the Australian Capital
Territory most likely to have been impacted by natural disasters. Slightly more businesses in
regional areas are affected by natural disasters than those in metropolitan areas, although this
imbalance would likely be greater without the impacts of COVID-19.
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Percentage of businesses suffering reduced customer demand: by state or territory
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Source: Small Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience, page 11, prepared for the ASBFEQ by fiftyfives (Feb 2022)

2.2.15 The COVID-19 pandemicis reported as driving significantly more ‘major negative impacts’ than
any other disaster type with a significantly larger impact on usual trade for small and family
businesses; with 92% of respondents reporting a decrease on usual trade.

2.2.16 Businesses at the smallest end of the scale, as well as those in New South Wales and the
Australian Capital Territory are most likely to have faced large, negative financial impacts from
disasters, reporting a decrease of 51% or more in turnover.

2.2.17 Interms of recovery timeframes, the COVID-19 pandemic and drought are reported to have the
longest recovery periods of up to or more than a year (or have not yet recovered). Heatwaves
and cyclones or wind are reported to have significantly shorter recovery periods with recovery
being described in days and weeks. Regional businesses, the smallest businesses, and those
operating in blue collar industries report the longest recovery times for disasters other than the
COVID-19 pandemic.

2.2.18 Most businesses have not found any pivot opportunities arising from natural disasters,
although one third of businesses reported the COVID-19 pandemic has opened new markets
and/or product lines for the business. This is unsurprising given the length of the pandemic and
impacts on businesses. In other disasters, the need to pivot to alternate opportunities has not
been so critical or enhancing realistic prospects of business survival.

2.2.19 Across disaster types, the largest small and family businesses were the most likely to have
found opportunities to pivot, with 47% reporting new opportunities as opposed to 27% of
businesses in the other size categories.
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Preparedness of Small and Family Businesses

2.2.20 Businesses that have experienced cyclones report being the most prepared for disasters with
46% of respondents reporting being fully prepared. Unsurprisingly, businesses reported being
least prepared for the COVID-19 pandemic.

Disaster plan in place prior to event occurrence: by disaster type
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Small Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience, page 26, prepared for the ASBFEQ by fiftyfives (Feb 2022)

2.2.21 Smalland family businesses in regional areas as well as those in blue collar industries are more
likely to report feeling prepared before disasters, with metropolitan and white-collar small and
family businesses reporting significantly less preparedness. This could be in large part to the
frequency of natural disasters in regional areas and the recognition in those businesses that
preparedness leads to greater resilience.

2.2.22 Concerningly, while most businesses surveyed feel somewhat prepared for future disasters,
only one in four have a current response plan and approximately 50% have no response plan at
all. Larger businesses are significantly more likely to be fully or very prepared for future natural
disasters, with the smallest businesses being least likely to be prepared.

‘Local communities in disaster-prone areas should develop and regularly review their own disaster
recovery and resilience plans. Elements of these plans should consider what may be needed to support a
community following a disaster, and how local businesses can help meet those needs.’

CPA Submission — Page 4

2.2.23 Prior experience of a natural disaster is the single greatest motivating factor in having created a
response plan. In fact, one business noted that they ‘...regularly experience cyclones and heavy
rains and so have good planning to deal with these events’.
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Reason current disaster preparedness plans
were created
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Source: Small Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience, page 30, prepared for the
ASBFEO by fiftyfive5 (Feb 2022)

2.2.24 The experience of other businesses was the second most motivating factor in preparing a
response plan, underscoring the importance of local engagement and the remaining
motivations included government advice or communications, and advice and communication
from other business professionals such as an accountant or bookkeeper.

2.2.25 South Australian and Northern Territory businesses were most likely to have been prompted to
create a disaster response plan by government advice or communications.

Small and Family Business Information Sources

2.2.26 Approximately half of small and family businesses respondents specifically recall receiving
information or assistance on how to respond to or recover from a natural disaster. Small and
family business owners are least likely to recall receiving information about heatwaves, both
before and after the disaster, and most likely to recall receiving information about the COVID-19
pandemic.
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Recalled receiving information or assistance regarding how to respond
and recover (any disaster type)
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Source: Small Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience, page 33, prepared for the ASBFEQ by fiftyfive5 (Feb 2022)

2.2.27 Very small and family businesses are the least likely to have recalled receiving information on
disaster response and recovery, with only 43% recalling such information. Businesses in New
South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory, and larger businesses, were most likely to
have received response and recovery information.

Recall ever receiving information or assistance regarding
how to respond and recover (any disaster type)
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Source: Small Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience, page 35, prepared for the ASBFEO
by fiftyfives (Feb 2022)

2.2.28 Excluding the pandemic, there is a relatively low recollection of information being received on
any particular type of disaster, with bushfires and severe rainfall (including storms, flooding,
and hail) being the most likely to have been received.

2.2.29 Businessesin Queensland are significantly more likely to have received information and
assistance about severe rainfall and cyclones or winds than those in other states, likely in large
part due to the significant representation of those types of disasters in the state. Businesses in
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regional areas are more likely to recall receiving information about severe rainfall, bushfires,
drought, and cyclone or damaging winds. Again, this is likely due to the higher incidence of
such disasters in the regions.

2.2.30 State governments and emergency services are the key providers of information and assistance
on natural disasters for small and family businesses, with industry bodies, local governments,
and professional advisers also referenced as regular information sources.

2.2.31 Websites and email communication are the most recalled and preferred formats of sources of
information received for small and family businesses, with blogs, brochures, and in-person
meetings the least likely to be recalled or preferred.

Channel preference for information on preparing and managing
the impact of natural disasters
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DIRECT MAIL BROCHURE 15%
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10%
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OTHER 2%

Source: Small Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience, page 41, prepared for the ASBFEQ by fiftyfive5 (Feb 2022)

2.2.32 Small and family business owners also suggested a range of ways to improve communication
about disasters including:

. ensuring information is consistent, provided in real time, and not conflicting across
the range of information sources

o a preference for a single source of information, for example a go to website or ‘one
stop shop’

o an online directory of services available and useful contacts in case of a disaster

. information on assistance programs, funding and supports available, as well as
preparedness support including checklists, business planning approaches, disaster
plans, and emergency preparedness items to have on hand

o improved communication and utility networks and hardening of critical
infrastructure.
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2.2.33

2.2.34

2.2.35

2.2.36
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Broadly speaking, small and family business owners report communications for cyclone, severe
rainfall events, and the COVID-19 pandemic to be effective, with less effectiveness reported for
communications around bushfires, heatwaves, and drought.

Almost two thirds of small and family business owners trust a government source (state,
federal, local, or a government agency) as a source for information or support on natural
disasters. Business services also rate highly as trusted sources of advice with nearly half of
respondents considering organisations such as industry bodies, accountants and bookkeepers,
financial advisers, business planners, and lawyers as useful sources of information.

Conversely, for nearly 40% of small and family business owners, government is the least trusted
source of information about natural disasters. Business services do not experience the same
level of mistrust and they, along with emergency services, have relatively low levels of distrust.

Small and family business owners most commonly recognise Services Australia and the
Australian Taxation Office as sources of information and assistance for natural disasters. This
heightened awareness is likely due to the ‘push factor’ of the need to engage with these
agencies in the event of a disaster.
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3. Community Preparedness

3.1 Socio-commercial Capital

3.1.1 Economiesthat have ‘wind in their sails’ are better equipped to weather and recover from
disasters than those that are already struggling. A strong sense of community connectedness,
business connectedness, and strong relationships of trust between businesses (‘socio-
commercial capital’) lead to more resilient, unified communities that work together in response
to disasters. Communities without these strengthened relationships and behaviours, often split
by legacy disputes, can struggle to coherently advocate for mitigation action or respond to
challenges.

3.1.2 Community preparedness for, and resilience, in the face of natural disasters is intrinsically
linked with small and family business preparedness and resilience. Communities where the
business community has strong socio-commercial capital and networks are more resilient to a
disaster than those where there is distrust and a lack of cohesiveness within the business
community.® University of South Australia research has shown that enterprise resilience is
enhanced by strong socio-commercial capital, place attachment, supportive business
environments and community support. Socio-commercial capital and business support are
critical to enterprise resilience.® There is also strong evidence that connected communities
recover better from natural disasters than affluent ones.’

3.1.3 Akey aspect of this socio-commercial capital is trust between the business community, local
council, and other levels of government. Throughout our feedback sessions there was a strong
sense that in some of the most frequently or hardest hit communities by natural disasters,
there is a distrust between the business community and governments, usually arising from
concerns about past responsiveness or willingness to lead and invest in mitigation activities.

3.14 Examples were provided to the Inquiry confidentially, and include complaints of overly
bureaucratic processes, a failure on the part of government departments to understand the
nature of small and family business (for example offering support services only during standard
business hours), an inadequate embrace of local knowledge, and timeframes for delivery of
support programs extending far beyond what the small and family business community deems
reasonable (up to ten months in one instance).

3.1.5 Strongfeedback and available research (largely buttressed by the Regional Australia Institute)
indicated that businesses that ‘care’ about each other and those that do not see other local
businesses as competitors, recover well. These commercial and broader communities are
characterised by businesses that stay open simply to ensure other business owners and
community members have a place to eat, meet, and a dry place to sit, even if ‘customers’ are
unable to pay. Businesses in these communities are also known to take in donations and act as
‘support concierges’ and providers of experienced counsel and guidance.

3.1.6 Incommunities where businesses that do not have this strong sense of care for each other, or a
collective interest in the health and vitality of the local economy, business owners often see
colleagues as competitors, turning away from opportunities to collaborate and support each
other, and to working together with local governments to ensure locally led recovery efforts.
This can impede setting up the region for future preparedness and resilience. We received
strong feedback from stakeholders about the importance of locally led recovery efforts,

5 0’Connor, A, Soosay, C, and Hallak, R. What are the most effective ways of building resilience in regional
communities? University of South Australia, 2021.

8 ibid.

7 Corporate2Community, Submission to Small Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience Inquiry,
February 2022.
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3.1.7

3.1.8

3.1.9

3.1.10
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ensuring these efforts are based on the needs, ideas, and relationships that exist in affected
communities.

Importantly, this locally led response should including supporting local businesses so they are
able to ‘bounce back’, and build future resilience, particularly when post-disaster requirements
include seeking equipment, goods or services. The Inquiry was advised of many instances
where local businesses holding stock were denied business due to well-meaning donations of
supplies that undercut the existing local market and suppliers. Care needs to be given to
ensuring recovery efforts also support reactivating trade in impacted communities.

The Inquiry received consistent feedback of the benefits of enabling available support to be
drivers of demand within the impacted communities. Examples included, farming communities
applying some of their grant funding to addressing outstanding local supplier accounts, and
practical measures such as occurred on the south coast of New South Wales following the 2019-
20 bushfires where support was provided in the form of vouchers redeemable only in local
businesses.

Well meaning donations and support can result in displacing demand for local businesses keen
to reactivate trade. This emphasises the importance of incorporating community responses
and private sector support in the planning and delivery of post-event assistance.

The socio-commercial capital, and embedded ethos of working together to prepare for, and
work through disasters while building resilience for future events, comes in hand with a strong
sense of the need for disaster preparedness to be conducted at a local level. Many disaster-hit
small and family business communities reflected a sense of knowing what to do in the face of
disaster and being expected to help when they hit, coupled with a sense of being poorly
engaged in the planning and preparation process by leading incident-response agencies.

3.2 The value of local experience

3.2.1

3.2.2

This sense of poor engagement flowed through to missed opportunities to educate ‘newcomer’
business owners. Many long-standing or multi-generational small and family business owners
reported new-to-town businesses owners doing things such as putting gyprock around the
ground floor of a building in flood-prone areas, or only realising they needed to have certain
plans or preparedness measures in place when they saw more long-standing business owners
activating these plans. A clear sense was communicated of the need to provide education and
support to business owners that were new to a region or to business and to activate ‘first to
know’ new arrival channels.

Professional services providers have been clear of the need for all levels of government to work
with industry associations, trusted advisers, and local chambers of commerce to jointly
promote the reasons for disaster preparedness (being important to business) and provide
simple, clear, translatable, and actionable resources. Such work should include experienced
local business owners as ‘pathfinders’ and champions to show newcomers how others have
navigated similar experiences.

‘Organisations... with strong and trusted reputations for delivery at a local level, can play a meaningful
role in boosting the preparedness and resilience of regional communities - including small businesses, in

the face of natural disasters.’

Rural Aid - Page 1

3.2.3

The importance of ensuring support is delivered by locals with an ongoing connection to the
community and drawn from appropriate cultural groups has been highlighted in engagement
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with a range of organisations including the NRRA’s Regional Support Officer (RSO) network, the
RFCS, and Rural Aid.

3.2.4 There would be significant value in ensuring the ongoing local mapping of service providers
and support resources relevant to the particular community area and likely disaster impacts. It
was notable from our consultations that ‘familiar faced’ RSOs, Ausindustry representatives, and
recovery personnel, built confidence and connections within the communities they serve.

3.2.5 Thereis a heightened situational awareness amongst business communities in disaster-
affected areas, with a significant amount of forethought in dealing with disaster events. For
many businesses in these communities, a structured plan is in place to manage issues as they
arise. For others, there appears to be a practiced, instinctive response based on prior
experience. While both approaches appear effective in many situations, the most recent and
unprecedented floods in northern New South Wales and Queensland show that even the most
comprehensive prior experience may not be sufficient for a single business to effectively
prepare for a disaster in isolation with unprecedented impacts.

3.2.6 Importantly, this sense of ‘local’ experience is not restricted to town borders, local government
areas, or state borders. For example, there is a clear sense on the far south coast of New South
Wales that their economy and natural disaster experience is more closely linked to that of
Victoria than of the rest of New South Wales, while small and family business owners in
Mallacoota in Victoria pointed to a reliance on services in New South Wales. Our feedback
session in Lismore, located close to the border with Queensland, also highlighted cross border
issues and a lack of communication between state agencies across borders.

‘Governments and the private sector should prioritise locally-led recovery efforts that are based on the
needs, ideas and relationships that exist in affected communities. It’s critical for all stakeholders in
disaster response and recovery to support local businesses first when seeking equipment, goods or
services. This includes the delivery of business advisory services to impacted business through local

professional advisers.’

CPA Submission - Page 3

3.2.7 Thissense of ‘localism’ needs to be better understood by natural disaster policy makers, taking
into account economic and natural system ‘catchments’ with greater consideration given to the
work of the cross-border commissioners and how they could be engaged to provide ‘local
region’ advice when natural disasters strike.

3.3 Community leadership

3.3.1 Inmany of the communities with strong socio-commercial capital, local small and family
business leaders are looked to as community leaders in times of disaster. Small and family
business owners are employers, generators of economic activity, sponsors of local sporting
teams and rescue services, sit on local councils, and are often seen as authority figures in
moments of crisis.

3.3.2 Care and support could be enhanced for the known and situational community leaders to
sustain their vital contribution and emotional wellbeing, mindful that these individuals are
likely to be contending with their own personal and business consequences following a natural
disaster.
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Pre-disaster Planning

3.3.3

3.34

During this Inquiry we heard from a range of small and family business owners who were
actively participating in rescue operations and volunteering for their community throughout
disasters, while their own businesses were under threat. These community leaders are critical
to disaster preparedness planning and are key figures in building resilience in the face of
disaster. They should be actively involved in any planning to ensure local knowledge is best
harnessed.

Itis critical, however, that these business owners are adequately supported with resourcing
and assistance to participate in preparedness planning, and resilience building activities.
Feedback session participants reflected a sense that these locally-led activities are often
‘dumped’ on a community of active volunteers, with accompanying additional administrative
demands, who are then often blamed when things don’t go as expected. Instead, the notion of
a structured and supported program of engagement that enables and resources locally led
action was pointed to as being welcomed in these communities.

Preparedness for Impacts of Volunteerism

3.3.5

3.3.6

3.3.7

3.3.8

3.3.9

3.3.10

Equally, many small and family business owners spoke of the challenges of ensuring that their
businesses were appropriately staffed while they or their staff were undertaking voluntary
disaster relief activity. The Royal Commission highlights that there are over 200,000 volunteer
emergency responders nationally.®

Many of these volunteers work in the small and family businesses that underpin regional
communities, and while small and family business owners are supportive of their volunteer
employees, and are often volunteers themselves, consideration needs to be given to the impact
of high levels of extended volunteerism on the preparedness and resilience of small and family
businesses.

The Royal Commission report notes that most volunteer firefighting members do not want
direct payment, but that they can face financial challenges as a result of volunteering,
especially during long campaigns.®

This is equally true of small and family businesses who may be required to release a critical or
experienced team member (or members) for an extended period, or in extreme cases may need
to close the business or reduce operations due to many employees being taken up in volunteer
activities.

In response to the challenges faced by volunteers in the 2019-20 bushfire season, the Australian
Government provide a one-off payment to volunteer firefighters and SES volunteers in New
South Wales, the Australian Capital Territory, Queensland, South Australia, and Tasmania, who
were self-employed or worked for small and family businesses, and were called out for more
than 10 days of service over the 2019-20 bushfire season.

While many respondents to the Royal Commission supported the payment, the scheme was
criticised by some, including Volunteering Australia, who argued that volunteering should
remain to be clearly conceptually understood as ‘.. .time willingly given for the common good
and without financial gain’.*® While the goal to avoid undermining the culture and ethos of
volunteering by introducing financial considerations that could be considered a wage or salary
are sound, some consideration does need to be given to the burdens a reliance on community
volunteers places on communities and small and family businesses.

8 Report of the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, October 2020, Chapter 6.

? Ibid.

10 volunteering Australia, Position Paper: Australian Government Compensation Scheme for Emergency Service
Volunteers, February 2020.
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3.3.11 Volunteering Australia acknowledged that the scheme was developed in extraordinary
circumstances, and that ‘...the intention was not to begin to ‘pay’ volunteers but to
compensate those adversely affected by prolonged volunteering...” and suggested that in
future volunteers could be reimbursed for out of pocket expenses only.™*

3.3.12 Consideration should be given to providing small and family businesses with a subsidy when
employees are called out for volunteer work for an extended period, or when a business is
required to scale back operations due to a large percentage of workers being called out for
volunteer activities.

3.3.13 Awelldesigned program could carry forward the ethos of volunteering as ‘time willingly given
for the common good and without financial gain’ for limited periods of service, while also
enabling the avoidance of significant financial loss for extended periods of service. In line with
the recommendations from the Royal Commission, providing an Extended Disaster Volunteer
Support Subsidy to the employer or directly to the self-employed volunteer in a model similar
to the JobKeeper program activated after a nominated number of days of service, would lessen
the financial losses that may arise from prolonged volunteering.

3.3.14 Providing this certainty to small and family business owners would help greatly with
preparedness and planning activities, build socio-commercial capital within communities, and
build resilience in the face of natural disaster.

11 Ibid.
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4. Barriers to Preparedness
4.1 Better Business Practices

4.1.1

4.1.2

4.1.3

Broadly speaking, well run and managed businesses are more likely to manage effectively
through natural disaster than businesses with less internal capacity.’ Business support
organisations including the RFCS, Regional Business Tasmania, the NRRA, and accounting
bodies all pointed to the need for a greater focus on developing business capacity at an
individual level, as part of developing disaster preparedness and small and family business
resilience.

Simple steps such as ensuring record keeping is up to date, business processes and critical
information were, where possible, digitised, and payments to relevant bodies such as the
Australian Taxation Office, lenders, and insurers being up to date, were pointed to as ‘better
business practices issues’ that if lacking caused significant and unnecessary issues following a
disaster. These issues were pointed to as causes of significant stress for business owners,
leading to a reduction in eligibility for financial support from various sources, and prevented
recovery being undertaken in such a way as to build resilience for future disasters.

CPA Australia argues that professional advisers are key to building business capability and
preparedness for natural disasters, and that governments should look to incentivise businesses
in disaster-prone areas to engage their professional advisers to prepare disaster recovery and
resilience plans and test their efficacy.’®

‘We recommend that funding be significantly increased for programs that assist small businesses to
improve their capability and capacity to digitally transform. This includes the use of cloud technology to

protect their information assets, so they are accessible in the event of a disaster.’

CPA Submission - Page 3

4.1.4

4.1.5

In addition to these ‘better business practices issues’, many business support bodies pointed to
best practice activities by small and family businesses identified as particularly resilient or held
up as being consistently prepared for natural disasters. These activities include:

. risk identification and management and mitigation measures

. appropriate insurance

° cash reserves and critical capacity contingencies

° pre-planning a crisis response plan

o scenario planning

. taking stock of current business recovery ability

o development of networks that could be drawn upon in a disaster

o looking at ways to diversify income streams to ensure cash flow continuation if one
income stream is affected - see Attachment F for example used by the RFCS.

While diversification of income is encouraged, it is important to recognise that this will only
work as a preparedness strategy if the new income stream will not be affected by the same

12 Regional Australia Institute. Disaster Recovery and Resilience Policy Guide 2021.
13 CPA Australia, Submission to Small Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience Inquiry, February 2022.
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pressures as original income streams during a disaster. There is no point encouraging a small
and family business to diversify in a way that amplifies their existing vulnerability.

4.1.6 Disincentives to income diversification were highlighted during consultations and need to be
addressed. Farm businesses reported being ineligible for assistance due to the family farm
business securing off-farm income.

4.1.7 Arecentreport from Buy From The Bush, an organisation that started as a social media
campaign to encourage spending in regional businesses during severe drought, suggests that
encouraging digital enablement of small and family businesses can help to ‘crisis-proof’ rural
communities.™ The report states that social media and websites have been the most helpful
tools for rural small and medium businesses during a crisis, as these tools helped businesses
stay operational. To support digital engagement, digital skills training and support programs
for small, family, and farming business, including Digital Solutions - ASBAS, need to be
continued and strengthened in disaster-prone areas. Given this, the need to harden
infrastructure, particularly telecommunications infrastructure as discussed below, is even more
critical.

‘Agriculture in Australia has always been - and will always be - subject to the cycle of weather and natural
disasters like drought and flood.’

Buy From The Bush - Page 12

‘Digitally-enabled small businesses can crisis-proof rural communities.’

Buy From The Bush - Page 5

4.1.8 Support and preparedness programs have been developed by a range of organisations, and as
such itis a crowded and potentially confusing market. We are constantly advised that small and
family businesses were unaware of some of these resources which is unsurprising for a time-
poor community. There is scope for clarifying the channels through which this information is
accessible, and improving communication about its availability. Fuller value could be derived
from some of these resources by deploying them into readily actionable, short guides and
checklists to support their utilisation.

4.1.9 Many organisations and business support entities that have developed programs to support
business preparedness and resilience are aware that most small and family businesses are not
prepared to face a business crisis such as a natural disaster. Some non-exhaustive examples of
preparedness programs available outside a suite of resources developed by disaster response
and resilience agencies include:

o the CARDIO plan created by Bronwyn Reid, author of Small Company Big Crisis: How to
prepare for, respond to, and recover from a business crisis*®

. the book, Are U Ready: surviving small business disaster, written by Small Business
Mentoring Service collaborator Anthony Turner and Sandra Slatter*®

. CPA Australia’s Disaster Recovery Toolkit'’

14 Buy From The Bush, Buy From The Bush: Harnessing the power of digital tools to create lasting change in rural
Australia, February 2022.

15 Reid, B, Small Company Big Crisis: How to prepare for, respond to, and recover from a business crisis, 2021

16 Are U Ready...~https://www.sbms.org.au/are-u-ready.html

17 disaster-recovery-toolkit.pdf
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o the Australian Taxation Office’s Cash Flow Coaching Kit.*®

4.1.10 In addition to these resources, many government bodies provide significant preparedness tools
to small and family businesses. Again, this is a somewhat crowded space with many agencies
offering tools such as:

. Resilience NSW’s Get Ready Business Program* including a ‘Five-step guide to
preparing for disasters’®, the ‘Build a Business Continuity Plan guide’?, a ‘Guide to help
recover from a disaster’?, a ’Guide to insurance claims for small business’?®, and a
‘Guide for preparation for bushfires and floods for the tourism industry’*

. likewise, Queensland provides a range of planning resources through Get Ready
Queensland, including support for business continuity planning with a template,
checklists for various types of disaster (cyclone and storm, severe storms, floods,
bushfires, and drought preparation). Get Ready Queensland also provides suggestions
for items to be included in a business emergency kit, and case studies from business
owners who have gone through natural disasters®

° Business Tasmania’s Emergency Preparation Toolkit.?

This Inquiry has received some feedback that nationally consistent, yet customisable versions
of these tools would be beneficial and alleviate confusion amongst the small and family
business fraternity. This could be available as templates suitable for localisation, tailoring, or
vanilla-labelled to support co-branding and distribution by local government, industry
associations, chamber groups, and trusted advisers.

4.1.11 These supports and programs are incredibly valuable to small and family business owners,
however, as is so often the case, feedback is clear that the businesses that most need support
to develop and maintain disaster management and preparedness plans are the least likely to
engage with these resources, or the supports that are offered through local accountants and
service providers.

4.1.12 Aninability or indeed unwillingness to engage with trusted advisers, local government, and
other businesses in a particular region to build understanding and capacity within a small and
family business is consistently identified as a clear barrier to both preparedness for, and
resilience in the face of a natural disaster.

4.2 Investment in preparedness

4.2.1 Finally, we were told of numerous examples of monitoring and mitigation investments that
have not attracted support despite requests to governments for funding. This experience in
many communities gives weight to analysis by the Productivity Commission?" and Deloitte

18 Cash Flow Coaching K...~https://www.ato.gov.au/Tax-professionals/Support-and-communication/In-detail/Cash-
flow-coaching-kit/

19 Get Ready Business f...~https://www.smallbusiness.nsw.gov.au/resources/get-ready-business-five-step-guide

20 https://www.smallbusiness.nsw.gov.au/resources/get-ready-business-five-step-guide

21 https://www.smallbusiness.nsw.gov.au/BCP

22 https://www.smallbusiness.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-

12/14986 SBC RecoveryTOOLKIT web%20accessible.pdf

2 https://www.smallbusiness.nsw.gov.au/get-help/advocacy/quick-guide-making-insurance-claims

2 https://www.destinationnsw.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/prepare-for-bushfires-and-natural-disasters-
tourism-resilience-nsw-first-program.pdf

25 Protect your busines...~https://www.getready.qgld.gov.au/get-prepared/business

26 Emergency Preparation Toolkit - Business Tasmania.pdf

27 Productivity Commission. Natural Disaster Funding Arrangements, May 2015.
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Access Economics?® showing that of all money spent by governments on disasters in Australia,
97% is spent after the event with only 3% spent in preparedness.

‘Spending on disaster mitigation, an essential component of improving insurance affordability, fits neatly
with the government use of infrastructure spending as an economic stimulus tool.’

Insurance Council of Australia Report - Page 11

4.2.2 Arecentreport commissioned by the Insurance Council of Australia shows that a proposed five-
year $2 billion investment program to reduce cyclone, flood, bushfire and coastal risks
commencing in 2022 could be expected to reduce financial, health and social costs to the
Australian Government and Australian households by at least $19 billion by 2050.%°

‘The Insurance Council believes solutions can be introduced by means of the insurance industry and
government working more closely together and also collaborating as appropriate with industry
associations, community groups and other interested parties in the business community and the wider
community.’

Insurance Council of Australia Report - Page 18

4.2.3 Deloitte Access Economics has estimated that by adapting now, Australia could avoid $380
billion in worsening annual economic costs from climate change related natural disasters, of
which $120 billion relates to resilience measures to reduce the impact of extreme events on the
economy.*

4.2.4  Further, many submissions to this Inquiry pointed to the need to increase preparedness
through risk mitigation and adaptation activities.*! It is clear from the feedback, that
communities, professional advisers, representative organisations and policy makers are
recognising the need to invest more in prevention and preparedness measures prior to a
disaster with a goal of reducing the impacts and costs following a disaster.

4.2.5 Forexample, the Inquiry heard of cases where firefighting and disaster recovery resources had
been pre-deployed; relocation initiatives including those in Grantham and low-lying industrial
areas being relocated with government facilitation, and industry-led schemes focused on
future business opportunities including resilience and preparedness measures in business
planning in East Gippsland.

4.2.6 TheInsurance Council of Australia proposes that a $2 billion investment over 5 years to protect
Australia from cyclone, flood, bushfire and coastal risks in the form of $200 million invested
annually by the Australian Government with matched funding from the states and territories
will produce in excess of $19 billion in returns by 2050, a return on investment exceeding 9.6.*
As impressive as this economic analysis is, it is hard to overstate the human hardship, profound

28 Deloitte Access Economics. Economic Reality Check: Adapting Australia for climate-resilient growth. January 2022.
2 Finity Consulting, Reaping the rewards of resilience, February 2022.

30 Deloitte Access Economics, Economic reality check: Adapting Australia for climate-resilient growth, January 2022.
31 CPA Australia, Submission to Small Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience Inquiry, February 2022;
Small Business Association of Australia, Submission to Small Business Natural Disaster Inquiry, February 2022;
Corporate2Community, Submission to Small Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience Inquiry,
February 2022; Insurance Australia Group, The Backbone of Regional and Rural Economies: Small Business and
Community Resilience, November 2021.

32 Finity Consulting, Reaping the rewards of resilience, February 2022
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economic harm inflicted on individuals, and intergenerational trauma, and associated socio-
economic costs, that can be avoided (or at least significantly reduced) by well-targeted
mitigation and adaptation investment.

4.2.7 While any benefits of any investment in preparedness and risk mitigation will accrue across the
economy, given the low levels of preparedness and resilience in the smallest of businesses as
shown through our survey data, the impacts of investment in preparedness are likely to provide
significant benefits to this sector.
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5. Resilience Enablement
5.1 Insurance

5.1.1 One of the aspects of ‘better business practices’ is of course ensuring that a business is
adequately and appropriately insured. While this Inquiry was not commissioned to provide an
exhaustive examination of the issues faced by small and family business in accessing
appropriate and affordable insurance, it was the ‘elephant in the room’ at every consultation
and prominent in submissions and survey responses. This topic has been canvassed extensively
by this Office and others in recent years, and it is impossible to overlook the fact that insurance
availability and affordability was consistently raised throughout this Inquiry.

‘Insurance is vital everywhere, but especially in a country like Australia where natural disasters and
extreme weather are a regular reminder of the challenges we face to protect property, lives, and
livelihoods.’

Insurance Council of Australia Letter - Page 1

5.1.2 Many business owners across the country expressed concerns about their inability to generate
interest from insurers in providing cover (even when assisted by brokers) and their engagement
with insurers following a disaster. Concerns included delays in processing claims, and not being
covered for things they had otherwise expected to be covered for, or coverage limitations that
harmed their preparedness plans, for example exclusions of boundary fencing.

5.1.3 Business owners, particularly in regional areas, reported dissatisfaction with claims handling
processes where it was considered by the insurer to be uneconomic for their pre-selected
contractors to travel to a site to directly undertake repair work and instead insisted on ‘paying
out’ a claim. The insured small business claimant was left uncertain about the adequacy of the
payment, their ability to engage requisite trades, and capacity to manage the repair project.

5.1.4 Business owners also reported an aspiration (or indeed a requirement) to ‘build back better’
which went unfulfilled due to insurance covering a ‘like for like’ replacement as opposed to
replacement to contemporary standards or disaster or risk-responsive building standards.

5.1.5 The aspiration to ‘build back better’ has been raised again in the context of the February/March
2022 floods in New South Wales and south-eastern Queensland with calls to incentivise this
sort of rebuilding activity as a key aspect of future preparedness and resilience.® Following
bushfires, many older premises need to be rebuilt to requirements for construction under
Australian Standard AS 3959-2009 Construction of Buildings in Bushfire Prone Areas, the
requirements of which are based on Bushfire Attack Levels that were implemented in 2009.
These requirements are unlikely to be achievable if insurance coverage is only for ‘like for like’
replacement, leading to inadequate resilience and recovery delays.

5.1.6  Alarger number of business owners expressed frustration about being unable to secure
appropriate insurance at an affordable price. Some of these business owners reported
operating uninsured, or with excesses that would preclude any claim being made. All reported
that they were working with insurance brokers to seek insurance, and the value of these
relationships and support provided.

5.1.7 The NRRA echoes this concern, noting in its submission to the Inquiry, that they are aware of
‘...many businesses either without insurance or without adequate insurance coverage’.®*

33 We need a blueprint ...~https://www.theaustralian.com.au/inquirer/we-need-a-blueprint-for-resilience/news-
story/cblcb7b34a22ae6923e4c20b5c34501a
34 National Recovery and Resilience Agency submission to the Inquiry, P 9.
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Insurance Australia Group have likewise expressed concern about insurance coverage,
highlighting in its Small Business and Community Resilience report that small businesses are
often uninsured or under-insured, and are often unaware of their full risk exposure due to
business interruption in addition to direct damages.*

‘A concerning number of businesses are reporting that there is a general lack of insurance options.
Because of this, some businesses reported paying an extremely high price, or not obtaining insurance at
all.’

AIG Survey Sept 2020 in ICA Report - Page 40

5.1.8 The Regional Australia Institute has also acknowledged this issue, stating in their Disaster
Recovery and Resilience Policy Guide 2021 that ‘...the increasing scale and frequency of natural
disasters in Australia means that premiums are rising, leading many businesses to either risk
having no insurance at all, or at least underestimating the scale of potential loss and hence
under-insuring’.

5.1.9 TheInsurance Council of Australia argues that the tax system currently hinders insurance
coverage, noting that depending on the state or territory, government charges can add 20 to 40
percent on top of the cost of an insurance premium, leading to underinsurance or non-
insurance.® This view is supported by the NSW Review of Federal Financial Relations.*

‘Being underinsured is common but often unintentional.’

CPA Submission - Page 3

5.1.10 Insurers have argued that small and family businesses can take steps to reduce risks and
thereby lower their premiums.* On this issue, small and family business owners during our
feedback sessions consistently reported insurers being disinterested in, or dismissive of the
steps taken to mitigate disaster risks at the individual business level. Many business owners
indicated they would continue to undertake mitigation activities and ensure disaster
management plans were in place, however they saw this activity as being beneficial to their
own peace of mind, rather than an assistance in accessing insurance or a step incentivised by
premium savings.

5.1.11 Indeed, the Royal Commission highlighted the need for insurers to communicate to consumers
(including small and family businesses) clear guidance on individual-level natural hazard risk
mitigation actions insurers will actually recognise in setting insurance premiums.*

5.1.12 Aninability to access affordable insurance and the plight of small and family businesses
operating in disaster-prone areas, where insurance is simply not offered on any terms

35 Insurance Australia Group, The Backbone of Regional and Rural Economies: Small Business and Community
Resilience, November 2021.

36 Regional Australia Institute, Disaster Recovery and Resilience Policy Guide 2021, 2021, P 16.

37 Insurance Council of Australia, Building a more resilient Australia: Policy proposals for the next Australian
Government, February 2022.

38 NSW Government, NSW Review of Federal Financial Relations, August 2020.

39 Insurance Australia Group, The Backbone of Regional and Rural Economies: Small Business and Community
Resilience, November 2021.

40 Report of the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, October 2020, Recommendation
19.2

Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman | Inquiry Report




represents an existential threat to small and family businesses (and indeed community-wide)
disaster preparedness and resilience. While recognising the identification of potential solutions
to insurance market failure or significant dysfunction in disaster-prone or heightened risk areas
was not the objective of this Inquiry, parties providing submissions and participantsin
consultation sessions offered numerous remedies and suggested courses of action.

5.1.13 A number of contributors asserted that the insurance market will not remedy the current
insurance dilemmas alone. Increasing frequency and severity of events, increasing claims costs
and reinsurance expenses, and premium price rises, will contribute to the extent of under
insurance and un-insurance. Locational risk assessments that override any individual risk
reduction measures add to the dysfunction.

5.1.14 The evident hardship and recovery impediments accompanied by increasing taxpayer exposure
and community expectations of government responses were all offered as justification for
governments to ‘lean in’ and lead bold solutions. It has been made clear that in the absence of
a functioning, reliable, and affordable private sector insurance market, as a foundation element
of small and family business preparedness in disaster-prone areas, a more comprehensive
approach that addresses risk and encourages the insurance market to return to these regions is
required.

An Integrated Approach to Disaster Risk Management

5.1.15 The standing up of the NRRA, identification of high disaster-risk pilot areas, the Northern
Australian Reinsurance Pool, and the objective of rebalancing government expenditure more
towards mitigation and resilience with attractive accompanying ROIs, were highlighted as
encouraging trends. Consultation participants also emphasised that pre-event investment can
reduce the profound hardship and suffering of individual experiences and redress the primacy
of ‘after the event’ response and recovery expenditure.

5.1.16 Indeed, the formal designation ‘Designated Disaster Prone Areas’ by federal and state
governments may herald the deployment of an enhanced policy and program package to
support these communities that could ‘join up’ a range of complimentary and co-dependent
measures and prompt a re-thinking of the DRFA arrangements.

5.1.17 More than aninsurance lens is required in determining ‘Designated Disaster Prone Areas’ where
claims made against assets insured is a deficient metric. A significant proportion of
communities such as Lismore have not been able to access insurance cover, in many cases for
decades, and as a result would be underrepresented by any metric that applies an insurance
lens alone.

5.1.18 Once appropriately designated a disaster prone area, these communities could have access to
all or some of the following measures:

o participation in a government-backed reinsurance vehicle, perhaps modelled on the
UK’s Flood Re

o priority for monitoring and mitigation expenditure
) relaxation of matched funding requirements to access support grants

o enhanced disaster planning arrangements to include Federal and state participation
given these jurisdictions’ anticipated role in any disaster response

o pre-deployment of resilience and recovery assets
o priority-critical infrastructure hardening

o interest-free loans for asset protection, property enhancement, and activity/property
relocation schemes
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. enhanced small and family business preparedness and resilience support
o incentives for business continuity planning and provisioning

. measures to address acute ‘moral hazard’ issues

. tailored insurance products including ‘like for right’ coverage

] greater support for the use of local government rating systems to recover investments
across the serviceable life of works and asset improvements.

5.1.19 The Terms of Reference and available Inquiry period have not enabled a full evaluation of these
options and an assessment of their relevant merit and efficacy. Early examination of these and
other proposals as part of a package of bold measures to address the existential threat facing
small and family businesses in these regions is critical.

5.2 Infrastructure Hardening

5.2.1 Anaspect of necessary ‘good neighbourhood’ is for all levels of government to ensure critical
infrastructure is fit for purpose and appropriately hardened in preparedness for a natural
disaster. The Royal Commission report points to the fact that disruptions to essential services,
which are relied on by each individual, household, and business to meet everyday needs, were
a common occurrence during the 2019-20 bushfire season.*

5.2.2 The Royal Commission noted the scope for more to be done in improving the identification,
and mitigation of natural disaster risks to electricity and telecommunication critical
infrastructure assets.* This position was reflected in feedback sessions with communities, with
business owners particularly reflecting concerns about the backup generators required for
telecommunications towers requiring diesel fuel, which is often unavailable due to electricity
being unavailable to service stations.

5.2.3 TheInsurance Council of Australia has recently released a policy platform calling on the
Australian Government to work with state and territory governments to invest in a range of
mitigation initiatives that support the ‘good neighbour’ and infrastructure hardening ethos.*
While many of the recommended measures have a focus on homes, a key part of ensuring small
and family businesses are resilient following a disaster is ensuring they have stable and safe
accommodation, including where businesses are run from home.

5.24 Thereport recommends that governments:

. better protect against floods by raising utilities and services above the expected flood
line, and invest in an improved national flood early warning system that is estimated to
increase the lead time for flood warnings from 3-5 days to 10-15 days

. implement a program of selective reduction of fuel in forests

. review land use planning arrangements and establish a national natural peril data
centre to enable better planning by governments and developers

. amend national building codes to include a resilience and future risk standard.

41 Report of the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, October 2020, Chapter 9.
42 |bid.

4 Insurance Council of Australia, Building a more resilient Australia: Policy proposals for the next Australian
Government, February 2022.
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‘Better knowledge sharing, data sharing and capturing of lessons learned will help governments build
resilient infrastructure and communities.’

CPA Submission - Page 4

5.2.5 Small and family business owners have also reflected frustration about inability to operate
even when their stock is not destroyed, due to supply chain issues or the inability to use
EFTPOS services, or telecommunications networks being down. This causes challenges for
businesses that may have diversified their operations and ‘gone digital’, as online consumers
often expect immediate responses and service, and may not be aware of telecommunications
challenges faced by small and family businesses following a natural disaster. Consultations
reiterated a particular concern about telecommunications and power supply vulnerabilities
impacting on individual business’ continuity and preparedness plans.

5.2.6 The Australian Banking Association noted that one challenge the banking sector has faced
when responding to a natural disaster is the process at the local government level to
expeditiously put in place support hubs and emergency ATMs. The standard council approval
processes generally apply, and unfortunately, there is no ‘fast track’ path for these disaster
situations, which can delay getting this critical support to the local communities.

5.2.7 Asalllocal governments have their own disaster teams, the responses and processes
understandably can be fragmented, differing from council to council, which again can cause
challenges in getting support services to communities and businesses.

5.2.8 Throughout the Inquiry, feedback has been provided about infrastructure that is or was not fit
for purpose in the event of a disaster. There were examples shared of community hubs with
plastic water tanks in fire-prone areas, or the absence of generators and key supplies such as
bottled water and clearance around the hub.

5.2.9 Across the south coast and southern highlands of New South Wales, verges of arterial roads are
densely wooded with scrub having grown back in abundance following the 2019-20 bushfires.
These critical transport corridors were severely affected after the 2019-20 bushfires with the
New South Wales Government reporting needing to repair 880kms of State roads.*

5.2.10 Local communities report that much of the grown back scrub is made up of black wattle, a
species that is particularly flammable. Where councils are reluctant to clear verges of critical
access roads, some communities report undertaking clandestine clearing activities.

‘While most property owners can clear bushland if they wish, some cannot because of council regulations
that limit clearing or the bushland is not on their property and the owner (which may be the State
government or local council or neighbour) does not allow it.’

Insurance Council of Australia Report - Page 25

5.2.11 Other aspects of infrastructure preparedness activities include ensuring that critical goods and
services providers have the utilities necessary to continue trading. For example, following the
2019-20 bushfires on the south coast of New South Wales, service station businesses reported
delays of up to 36 hours in connecting generators while waiting for necessary approvals and
connection equipment. This was despite having a diesel generator located at their facility and

44 Report of the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, October 2020, Chapter 9.
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5.2.12

5.2.13

5.2.14

5.2.15

5.2.16

5.2.17
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having undertaken and secured all approvals for necessary wiring improvements several years
earlier.®

Finally, concerns around electrical grids were highlighted in every consultation. Feedback
received was that the introduction of microgrids may be an appropriate preparedness measure.

Microgrids are a reliable infrastructure measure which are in place across Australia, particularly
in regional and remote communities as they move away from diesel generators.* They are cost
effective, reliable and low-cost energy sources which also create employment opportunities in
regional areas. Microgrids are especially important for bushfire affected areas and improve
resilience of energy supply and extreme weather events

Some communities indicated during consultations that they are already developing plans for
microgrids, and further consideration could be given to supporting these endeavours.

Feedback was also received throughout the Inquiry about the ‘fitness for purpose’ of land
approved for development by councils and/or land use planning tribunals, particularly in fire-
prone areas and on flood plains. The sensitive nature of this topic has been recently highlighted
by the commentary by the Coordinator General of the NRRA in relation to the February and
March 2022 natural disasters.*’

There is precedent for effectively moving towns, or parts of particularly disaster-prone towns in
Australia.*® While such an action is likely to be considered at the extreme end of natural disaster
preparedness, a failure to invest in infrastructure hardening and other preparedness and
resilience measures may result in consideration of such measures increasing into the future.

Broader concerns were raised about delays in obtaining necessary permits to support business
reopening and recovery works, particularly in LGAs with existing pressures arising from
development activity and skills shortages. Examples were cited of ‘sister’ council arrangements
where land use planning, building, engineering, and environmental health staff are ‘loaned’ to
impacted LGAs. The timing of this capacity availability is key to success.

5.3 Good Neighbours

5.3.1

5.3.2

Business owners reported a sense of ‘doing all they could’ to prepare for disasters, only to have
their circumstances harmed by a lack of ‘good neighbour’ ethos, particularly from all levels of
government. Examples were shared of businesses abutting public land where their own actions
could not overcome problems caused by the absence of fuel load reduction, fire mitigation, and
storm water runoff management.

Adjacent property land management is a contestable aspect of public policy, but is an
unavoidable factor that impacts on the effectiveness of private landholder disaster
preparedness.

45 Council of Small Business Organisations Australia.

46 positive Energy, Microgrids, Positive Energy website, March 2022

47 The Sydney Morning Herald, ‘Face reality’: Don’t build in flood prone areas, resilience boss says, 4 March 2022.
48 Moore, T, The Brisbane Times, Grantham reborn: Meet the little Queensland town that moved, 14 March, 2020.
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6. Clarity and Certainty
6.1 Overview

6.1.1 Both the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements* (the Royal
Commission) and the Productivity Commission Inquiry into Natural Disaster Funding
Arrangements® (the Productivity Commission) have pointed to the need for communities and
business owners to have clear information about risk (which includes support in the event of a
disaster) to make decisions about their own economic interests.

6.1.2  Provision of clear information allows people to understand risks to their business, and then to
choose to mitigate those risks, accept them, or insure against them (including self-insurance
where insurance is not available).

6.1.3  While the clarity of supports available to small and family business is improving, throughout
consultations there has been a strong sense of inconsistency, inequity and unpredictability,
particularly for sole-traders, in the support available following a natural disaster. Inquiry
contributors pointed to numerous cases of past practices to support their concern. This
concern has already been raised again in relation to the February/March 2022 flooding in New
South Wales and southern Queensland, and is likely to be a source of considerable disquiet into
the future.

6.1.4 This unpredictability makes it challenging for businesses to adequately prepare for future
disaster events, and also reduces mental and economic resilience in small and family business
owners craving some certainty in the face of natural disasters.

6.1.5 Smalland family business survival is critical to community resilience and survival. ‘Research
from US firm Civic Economics found that 48% of each purchase at local independent stores was
reinvested into the local economy as opposed to only 14% of purchase at larger chain stores’. **
The recent Buy From The Bush report states that 96 percent of rural small and medium
business respondents believe small and medium businesses are critical for regional
communities. They provide jobs and employment, improve the quality of life for residents, help
to create a vibrant community, provide economic opportunities, attract investment to the
region, and in some instances help to encourage migration to the bush.*

6.1.6  This criticality of the small and family business community is recognised in the current Disaster
Recovery Funding Arrangement, which points to the need for support for small and family
businesses where there is a risk that the community will lose essential businesses,* although
there s little acknowledgement of this in other disaster prevention activities with stakeholders
pointing to the 2018 National Risk Reduction Framework as largely overlooking small
businesses.>

6.1.7 The nature of the DRFA and event classification and variations in elements of the response and
recovery packages (often understandably caused by different event circumstances) makes it
difficult for small and family businesses, and particularly sole traders, to know what support
‘can be counted on’ and factored into their preparedness and resilience plans. Nominated

4 Report of the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, October 2020, Chapter 20.

%0 productivity Commission, Natural Disaster Funding Arrangements, December 2014, Chapter 5, Volume 2.

5! Insurance Australia Group, The Backbone of Regional and Rural Economies: Small Business and Community
Resilience, November 2021, P 16.

52 Buy From The Bush, Buy From The Bush: Harnessing the power of digital tools to create lasting change in rural
Australia, February 2022.

53 Department of Home Affairs, Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements 2018, P 21 para 4.4.2.

54 Commonwealth of Australia, National Disaster Risk Reduction Framework, 2018 as referred to in the
Corporate2Community Submission to Small Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience Inquiry, February
2022.
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‘baseline’ support elements for impacted small and family businesses under different
categories would be helpful.

6.1.8 Participantsin the consultation sessions highlighted the difficulty of activating DRFA
arrangements for more limited areas of natural disaster impacts. These more localised but
substantial impacts in only a section of a municipality appeared difficult to recognise in an LGA-
wide declaration process where a municipality-wide recognition might not be justified.
Impacted property owners compared their plight with their likely eligibility had disaster
impacts been more widespread across their council area.

6.1.9 Calls for greater clarity and certainty by participants in the consultation process also focused
on the plight of self-employed businesspeople, and small and family enterprises that had not,
and weren’t required to register for GST under current tax laws. Accounts of being included in
some and excluded in other support packages were shared.

6.1.10 As recognised by the Royal Commission,> ensuring certainty of support measures including
relief funding, will allow small and family businesses and family enterprises, including sole-
traders, an opportunity to better plan, be prepared, and be more resilient in the event of a
natural disaster.

‘The purpose of a recovery plan should be to provide immediate relief to stay afloat, retain staff, and
recover the business that could take several years.’

Small Business Association of Australia Submission - Page 3

6.1.11 Inany community, people need jobs, and communities need goods and services. As such, the
small and family business community is crucial to the livelihood of towns. Unless a decision is
made to designate some towns in Australia as areas of insurmountable risk, and therefore
grandfather support measures to existing properties or focus support on relocations, the small
and family businesses affected by natural disaster must be supported to build preparedness
and resilience so that they can continue serving their communities.

6.1.12 Both the Royal Commission and Productivity Commission have emphasised the need for
government funding following a disaster to be consistent and based on general policy
positions.

6.1.13 The DRFA*® goes some way to addressing these concerns, however there are still aspects of the
DRFA that require review to build resilience in small and family businesses in the face of natural
disaster. A review of the DRFA was announced in June 2020.°’

6.2 Certainty of Supports
Financial Supports

6.2.1 Part of the communication and preparedness around natural disasters needs to be focused on
ensuring that small and family business owners are confident of the support they will receive in
the event of an emergency.

55 Report of the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, October 2020, Recommendation
22.4.

56 Department of Home Affairs, Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements 2018.

57 Emergency management...~https://minister.homeaffairs.gov.au/davidlittleproud/Pages/Emergency-
management-ministers-agree-to-review-the-National-disaster-recovery-funding-arrangements.aspx
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6.2.2

6.2.3

6.2.4

6.2.5

6.2.6

6.2.7

6.2.8

Feedback to this Inquiry was clear that for many years, ‘town’ businesses in regional areas are
less likely to be a primary consideration in disaster recovery support. In the eyes of the small
and family business community impacted by a natural disaster, many reflected a view that
support was provided to individuals, and the farming community, with town businesses
expected to largely fend for themselves. Self-employed people, micro-businesses, and
businesses not registered for GST reported feeling completely overlooked at times, in their
consultation feedback. Increasing attention to supports that addressed the broad spectrum of
small and family business in more recent disaster support packages was welcomed, with
particular mention made of the prominence of small and family business support during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

While town businesses have increased in their prominence in disaster recovery, feedback
received strongly suggests the need to formalise greater support for small and family
businesses as part of preparedness for future disasters. For example, in response to the
February/March 2022 floods in northern New South Wales and south-eastern Queensland,
farmers will receive grants of $75,000 while small and family business owners will receive
grants of $50,000.>® Consultation participants drew comparisons between the support available
for farming businesses and other small and family businesses, highlighting the availability of
farm household allowances as income support during farm business recovery, and what was
available to small and family businesses during their recovery.

We also received significant feedback about ‘designation hurdles’ of DRFA Category C and D
support.

For example, under DRFA Category B funding, small and family businesses may receive
concessional interest rate loans or interest rate subsidies where their assets have been
significantly damaged as a direct result of an eligible disaster. Feedback from small and family
businesses and financial counselling organisations is that many small and family businesses are
reluctant to take on loans following a natural disaster, particularly where the disasters occur
frequently or on a seasonal basis.

Given the reluctance to take on debt, many small and family businesses, and their
representative organisations express concern about the perceived ‘high bar’ of securing DRFA
Category C funding following a natural disaster. DRFA Category C measures are ‘...a community
recovery package that is intended to support a holistic approach to the recovery of regions,
communities or sectors severely affected by an eligible disaster...”.**

DRFA Category C measures include recovery grants for small and family businesses where the
business sector is severely affected and the community risks losing essential businesses and
must be approved by the Prime Minister.®® Recovery grants under DRFA Category C are required
to not exceed $10,000 except in exceptional circumstances, in which case grants of up to
$25,000 may be granted.®

DRFA Category D measures are to be used only in extreme circumstances, such as the
February/March 2022 floods in New South Wales and southern Queensland and are ‘...an act of
relief or recovery carried out to alleviate distress or damage in circumstances which are, in the
opinion of the Commonwealth, exceptional’.®

58 Media Release from Senator the Hon. Bridget McKenzie, The Hon. Scott Morrison MP, The Hon. Dominic Perrottet
MP, the Hon. Paul Toole MP, and the Hon Steph Cooke MP, New Joint Funding Program to Support Flood Victims
with Accommodation and Grants, 10 March 2022.

59 Department of Home Affairs, Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements 2018, P 21 para 4.4.2.

80 Department of Home Affairs, Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements 2018, P 22 para 4.4.4.

61 Department of Home Affairs, Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements 2018, P 22 para 4.4.7.

62 Department of Home Affairs, Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements 2018, P 22 para 4.5.2.

Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman | Inquiry Report




6.2.9

6.2.10

6.2.11

6.2.12

All DRFA funding measures must be requested by the relevant State or Territory Premier or
Chief Minister, and DRFA Category C and D measures must be agreed to by the Prime Minister.
This requirement for the support to be requested by the relevant Premier or Chief Minister can
cause uncertainty amongst small and family business owners, many of whom are unlikely to
spend much time following a natural disaster considering the level of government that will
provide relief and support. It can also lead to different approaches being taken by different
states, creating perceived or real differences in support, confusion and potentially placing
some businesses at a competitive disadvantage based on location.®

A further complication is the concept of ‘localism’ of disasters as discussed above. The
February/March 2022 flooding in New South Wales and southern Queensland provide an
example of this, with the disaster effects spreading across state borders. While both states
ultimately requested and were granted DRFA Category D funding, small and family business
representative organisations expressed concern about potential inconsistencies and timing
differences prior to the requests being made.

As such, further consideration of localised communities rather than strict state borders would
be beneficial to the preparedness and resilience activities of small and family businesses.

Further, a more robust understanding of the different categories of available support under,
and application and operation of the DRFA by small and family businesses and representative
organisations would be beneficial. Consideration could be given to including such information
in disaster preparedness information provided by local councils.

Other Supports

6.2.13

6.2.14

6.2.15

As mentioned, the NRRA has highlighted the complex network of support and service offerings,
noting the range of offerings may be confusing to small and family businesses.

Supports targeted to disaster and/or COVID-19 recovery include:

. the Rural Financial Counselling Service

the Regional Small Business Support Program
. the Strengthening Business Program

. the Small Business Bushfire Counselling Support Line (now known as the Small Business
Debt Helpline)

. resources available through MoneySmart via the Australian Securities and Investments
Commission

. Rural Aid’s Disaster Assistance, and Stronger Futures programs.

There are also a range of programs targeted to general resilience or readiness. In addition to
the ones listed in Section 3.1 above, small and family businesses have access to:

° the Digital Readiness Assessment Tool provided through DISER to help businesses
identify their digital readiness.

. the Organisational Resilience HealthCheck provided through the Department of Home
Affairs

. NewAccess for Small Business Owners, a mental health coaching program developed by
Beyond Blue

63 CPA Australia, Submission to Small Business Natural Disaster Preparedness and Resilience Inquiry, February 2022;
National Recovery and Resilience Agency submission to the Inquiry, February 2022.
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. Counting on U, which builds the mental health literacy of trusted advisers by expanding
a free accredited professional development program that integrates mental health first
aid training with a relationship-centred business mentoring approach.

6.2.16 There are also numerous services available in specific states and territories or local government
areas that provide additional supports to small and family businesses. Organisations such as
the Council of Small Business Organisations Australia (COSBOA) point to the need to centralise
information about disasters, noting that during disasters there is ‘...much confusion about
responsibilities due to poor communications and uncertainty in the coordination between
state and federal governments’.®

6.2.17 Further, itisimportant to recognise the high numbers of Culturally and Linguistically Diverse
(CALD) business owners across the small and family business cohort, and ensure that supports
targeted to natural disaster preparedness and resilience are localised, and available in
accessible language.

6.2.18 Itis little surprise that small and family business owners and stakeholders® report feeling
overwhelmed and unsure where to turn in the event of a disaster, although some local councils
are doing excellent work in bringing together relevant information for small and family
businesses and community members in the wake of a disaster (see Attachment G for Moreton
Bay Regional Council as an example). A ‘one stop shop’ of available supports would be
beneficial for small and family businesses seeking to build preparedness plans and recover
from natural disasters that will support future resilience.

6.3 Indirectly Affected Businesses

6.3.1 The confusion about available support is particularly of concern for businesses indirectly
affected by natural disasters, where immediate announcements of support for affected
communities and businesses may not include these businesses due to DRFA funding
requirements as discussed above.

6.3.2 Under the DRFA, the Local Government Area (LGA) is the level of region that can be ‘activated’
for disaster, which triggers the relevant supports from government. Supports for businesses
outside of ‘activated’ LGAs, and those without direct evidence of damage from natural
disasters, are identified by the NRRA as a gap in support offerings.®

6.3.3 Examples of these businesses include grape producers who lost a year’s worth of produce due
to smoke taint following the 2019-20 bushfires (and were eventually provided with grants for
the first time under the DRFA®’), and those in severely affected communities who were outside
of the ‘fire scar’ but lost produce due to emergency responders needing to acquire water
supplies from their properties (and was not eligible for a recovery grant).

6.3.4 Afurther example was in the wake of the 2019-20 bushfires when small and family businesses
unable to operate were ineligible for cash flow support unless their business premises were fire
damaged. This did not consider the likelihood that business owners or their employees had
homes damaged and were unable to open the business for a period of time, even if there had
been customers in the area.

64 Council of Small Business Organisations Australia, submission to the Inquiry, February 2022.
5 Ibid.

56 National Recovery and Resilience Agency submission to the Inquiry, February 2022.

57 Ibid.

Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman | Inquiry Report




‘Small businesses are highly vulnerable to direct and indirect consequences from natural and other
disasters.’

Corporate 2 Community Submission - Page 9

6.3.5 Many businesses are also indirectly affected by natural disasters due to road closures keeping
customers away, or due to well-meaning donations of goods that they would otherwise sell to
customers making their offerings surplus to requirements. Examples were also provided of the
naming practices for fire areas often referencing nearby towns, creating the perception of
business districts being closed or inaccessible, when customers were still able to safely enter
and access goods and services from these towns but stayed away, impeding recovery.

6.3.6  While there is no substitute for customers for small and family businesses, certainty around
support for indirectly impacted businesses was cited as a key issue with preparedness
planning.

6.4 Moral Hazard Issues

6.4.1 Both the Royal Commission and Productivity Commission have been clear about the need for
recovery funding not to focus on uninsured or underinsured businesses, citing concerns that
providing greater levels of support to uninsured or underinsured businesses provides an
incentive for business owners to not insure, or underinsure, particularly when insurance
premiums are increasing. The NRRA has echoed these views, noting that the intricacies of
insurance need to be considered in any support following a disaster, so that any supports do
not inadvertently disincentivise appropriate insurance.®®

6.4.2 Support programs, grants and assistance that act as an incentive to increase exposure to risk
from natural disaster, or a disincentive to guarding against risk when one is shielded from the
consequences of not taking risk protection action (e.g. insurance) is described by economists as
‘moral hazard’.

6.4.3 The perception of unpredictability, and in some instances, inequity of support has added to a
sense of moral hazard around businesses who take less time and effort to protect their own
economic interests than others. For example, businesses choosing to not purchase adequate
insurance where it is available, not having disaster management plans or taking mitigation
action, and not preparing premises and storage areas prior to a disaster, yet still expecting and
receiving public support following a natural disaster exemplify this moral hazard.

6.4.4 Theissue of moral hazard is further complicated in states and territories where an Emergency
Services Levy makes up a considerable part of a business insurance premium. In those
instances, there is a sense that business owners who engage in preparedness activities by
insuring their businesses are not only at risk of being afforded less support following a disaster
but are required to actively contribute to the support of those business owners who choose (for
whatever and often legitimate reason) not to secure adequate insurance but do expect
emergency service support.

6.4.5 Smalland family business communities across the country pointed to a need to incentivise
preparedness actions where possible to ensure that every business owner, property owner, and
member of the community is ensuring the best possible preparedness for themselves and their
communities.

58 National Recovery and Resilience Agency submission to the Inquiry, P6.
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6.5 Increasing Disaster Regularity

6.5.1 While there is an apparent working assumption that natural disasters occur infrequently and
allows a sufficient recovery time to ensure communities and small and family businesses can
prepare and build resilience for future disasters, feedback received during the Inquiry differs to
this opinion, in that natural disasters are increasing in frequency and intensity. Some small and
family business communities describing a ‘rolling disaster’ operational environment.

6.5.2 The UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change has recently reaffirmed its view that
anthropogenic impacts on our atmosphere will add to the frequency and severity of natural
disasters.® This adds to the perception of several small and family business owners that they
have had to contend with consecutive disaster events.

... building a new culture of everyday disaster preparedness for small businesses will educate and
empower small business owners to prepare their business for future success.’

Corporate 2 Community Submission - Page 4

6.5.3 Aperception of ‘rolling disasters’ negatively impact a small and family businesses capacity to
build preparedness and resilience, as they perceive they are simply ‘holding on’ between one
disaster and the next. The frequency of disasters presents a problem when recovery grants are
tied to a reduction in turnover year on year as small and family businesses may not be able to
show the necessary reduction if they have had more than one ‘bad’ year or disaster impacts in
succession.

6.5.4 Part of the feedback around increasing disaster regularity and a perception of challenges
building resilience is a strong feeling amongst some businesses that they have no option but to
keep trading. This is despite them being unlikely to return to profitability and are in some
instances getting further into debt. Part of the ‘better business practices’ referred to earlier is
ensuring businesses have a relationship with their trusted advisers that allows them to do a
‘business health check’ and decide to restructure, diversify, or in some instances, choosing tp
discontinue the business with dignity.

6.5.5 For business owners struggling following a natural disaster, either financially or mentally, there
is little perceived incentive to engage in such a health check with their accountant. In fact, there
is significant benefit in ensuring business owners know their numbers and are sufficiently
informed to make sensible and measured decisions about the future of their business,
including proceeding to a dignified closure if that is the best option.

6.5.6  One accountantin a disaster-prone region of Australia pointed directly to the benefits to a
business owner of being able to make the decision to wind up the business before they are put
into liquidation by creditors: “...for mental health the quicker we can end the process and get
the business owner to move on to the next stage of their life the more chance of...not hav[ing]
big mental health issues’.”

6.5.7 Small and family business owners provided feedback that some months following a natural
disaster, an additional grant from government could be considered with the express purpose of
allowing them to seek advice from their accountant or trusted adviser to conduct a health
check on their business. This would need to happen several months following the disaster, to
allow business owners sufficient time to process the experience of the natural disaster and be

59 |PCC Working Group |l Report, Climate Change 2022: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability, 27 February 2022.
70 Email submission to the Inquiry.
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able to make rational decisions. This would provide a solid basis for making decisions and
planning for the future of the business.

6.6 Mental Health Impacts

6.6.1

6.6.2

Unsurprisingly, many business owners reported struggling with their mental health following a
natural disaster. Small and family business owners pointed to lack of clarity and certainty
around their future as a significant challenge to their ongoing mental wellbeing. Feedback was
clear that small and family business owners are challenged by the movement of the locus of
control away from themselves during and immediately following a disaster, and that this sense
of disconnectedness can last for several months.

Business owners affected by successive natural disasters are particularly at risk. Following the
February/March 2022 flooding in New South Wales and south-eastern Queensland, Ausindustry
Business Insights reported concerns about mental health, linked with business viability,
quoting on the ground support officers as saying, ...for many businesses, this may be the last
blow and they are not in a financial position to recover’.”

6.7 Tell Government Once

6.7.1

6.7.2

6.7.3

6.7.4

6.7.5

6.7.6

Finally, we received consistent feedback from small and family business owners affected by
disaster that governments at all levels need to work together to develop a ‘tell us once’ system
so that business owners (and members of disaster-affected communities), are not required to
provide the same information to multiple government organisations.

This feedback is echoed by the NRRA, which notes ‘...in the immediate recovery stage,
businesses are balancing concerns about cashflow and immediate financial viability, with
concerns about clean-up, safety and the trauma of the event. In these times, multiple grant or
loan applications from multiple sources that require detailed paperwork can be stressful and
may require an applicant to provide the same data to multiple entities.””> Additional mental
health services support in the immediate aftermath of a disaster is valued and welcomed by the
small business community.

The consultations highlighted a number of examples where emotional wellbeing stressors
culminated many months after the event as a true picture of their business and personal
circumstances materialised. While the recent decision to extend the New Access for Small
Business Owners mental health coaching program can address delayed mental health concerns
to a degree, longer term clinical support was called for to address delayed mental health
impacts.

Participants in the consultation sessions pointed to a need to provide some specific
information to support requests for assistance that was already in the hands of government
and could perhaps be more conveniently brought forward by inter-agency collaboration and
collation than seeking this material multiple times from a distressed business owner. My Health
Record was identified by contributors as a model that could be emulated or enhanced for this
purpose.

Examples of best practice service delivery were highlighted in Bega, where following the 2019-
20 bushfires, the local council established a ‘business support hub’ which included a
representative of each of the agencies that small and family business owners would need to
engage with for support and assistance.

While this initiative was welcomed by small and family business owners, it was suggested that
improvements could be made by ensuring small and family business owners only needed to

71 AusIndusty, Industry Insights: Flood Impacts report, 3 March 2022.
72 National Recovery and Resilience Agency submission to the Inquiry. P 6.
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6.7.7

6.7.8

6.7.9

6.7.10

6.7.11

6.7.12

6.7.13

6.7.14

6.7.15

provide their details and other information once, rather than speaking of their experience’s
multiple times.

A ‘triage’ process to competently capture, ‘case manage’, and guide the business owners
through the available support and assistance, would help to ensure that no opportunity is
missed to engage with available recovery resources.

Currently, the NRRA’s RSOs support the roll out of grants and loans. They help people affected
by disaster navigate the range of services provided by the Australian, state and territory, and
local governments, as well as private and not-for-profit organisations, based on local
knowledge of services available and eligibility requirements.” This is a complicated process
requiring specialist in-depth knowledge, and could be simplified.

Contributors to the Inquiry referred to how important it was for initial support and financial
assistance to be made available in the early aftermath of a disaster event.

The BCA-led BizRebuild initiative and initial grant process was commended for its timeliness,
simplicity, and ‘self-assessment’ ethos, and was held out as a model welcomed by benefiting
self-employed small and family businesses. It was acknowledged that a more rigorous process
accompanied more substantial assistance accessed through the BizRebuild program.

Policy makers, and in particular Small Business Commissioners contributing to the design of
support programs, highlighted the inherent tensions between the speed at which financial
support could be delivered with the precision of its targeting and governance around the
program assurance and recipient eligibility. Data exchanges have been a vital ingredient in
enabling the delivery of timely support but as media reports have highlighted, not every
taxpayer dollar has landed where it was intended and deserving businesses have missed out on
receiving timely support in some case due to shortcomings in the available data sets.

The thoughtful use of ATO data and Single Touch Payroll information provided a dependable
picture of business activity, business scale, workforce composition and employment
dependencies when utilised to support pandemic-related business support in accordance with
program designs. Innovative<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>