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As the 2019-20 bushfire 
disaster was engulfing large 
swathes of Australia’s east 
coast, the business community 
acted swiftly. Companies 
donated millions in direct 
donations to existing charities 
and matched dollar-for-dollar 
donations from employees and 
customers. They also made  
in-kind contributions and 
offered practical assistance  
on the ground.

The business community has 
donated about $70 million 
in both cash and in-kind 
contributions to relief efforts 
since the bushfires began, 
including getting behind the 
BCA’s Community Rebuilding 
Initiative, known as BizRebuild. 
Companies have donated 
directly to the fund, provided 
goods and services, and 
organised secondments of 
senior staff to BizRebuild. 

As the crisis over summer 
was unfolding, BCA members 
introduced a minimum of 20 
days paid leave for any staff 
volunteering for the firefighting 
efforts. Many businesses 
organised uncapped leave 
arrangements.

They waived or delayed 
debts for affected small and 
local businesses and sped up 
payments to help with cash flow.

Business stepped up to make 
a difference because the 
regional communities who bore 
the brunt of the bushfires are 
the communities that we are 
proudly part of, and operate in. 
They are home to our staff, our 
customers and our suppliers. 

Their futures depend on the 
ability of businesses to pull 
through. This was the rationale 
behind the decision to establish 
BizRebuild – to ensure local 
communities could recover and 
rebuild after the devastation.

In addition to cash donations, 
the business community 
offered practical and targeted 
assistance to help people 
through the worst of the 
disaster. 

Coles donated $3 million in gift 
cards to support 6,000 rural fire 
brigades across the country, 
and distributed 170 pallets 
of food, water and essentials. 
McDonald’s provided at least 
20,000 free meals. Wesfarmers 
was the first company to donate 
generously to BizRebuild 
and strongly supported the 
bushfire relief effort. Bunnings, 
Kmart, Target, Officeworks 
and Blackwoods donated 
goods and made a huge effort 
to support the community. 
Woolworths provided more 
than $1 million worth of goods 
to support local rural fire crews, 
charities and communities, 
and prioritised the supply 
of groceries to evacuation 
centres. 

Qantas increased flights to 
fire affected areas such as 
Kangaroo Island, operating at 
a loss to stimulate business 
activity in the region. It put 
on an additional 50 charter 
flights to help carry thousands 
of firefighters and equipment 
around the country. Virgin 
Australia provided emergency 
service organisations with 
discounted airfares. 

How business 
contributed 
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Energy retailers such as AGL 
and EnergyAustralia paused 
or waived bills. AGL provided 
$150 credit vouchers and 
rebuilt electricity infrastructure 
in devastated regions and 
Origin organised a special 
energy offer for volunteer 
firefighters. 

Optus and Telstra waived 
mobile phone bills for 
emergency services volunteers 
and offered relief packages. 
Telstra offered $500 credits  
to those worst affected.

The banks covered mortgage 
repayments and offered 
interest-free and discounted 
loans. The Commonwealth 
Bank launched Bushfire 
Recovery Grants of up to 
$50,000 to help support local 
communities and is expected  
to fund projects worth at least 
$10 million. 

Westpac offered grants of 
up to $15,000 to assist small 
businesses with the cost of 
refurbishments and emergency 
cash grants for customers 
whose business premises were 
destroyed or damaged. 

ATCO donated 13 demountable 
buildings to the bushfire 
devastated village of Mogo 
for a temporary pop-up 
mall as well as $1 million to 
BizRebuild. Boral partnered 
with Conservation Volunteers 
Australia to help rebuild 
habitats. 

Australian Unity paused 
repayments, while Bupa 
announced relief packages 
including discounted dental 
and optical services.

Macquarie provided 
Woolworths vouchers for 
emergency supplies and 
cover the cost of temporary 
accommodation. Perpetual 
worked with WIRES to collect 
old sheets to make pouches 
for joeys and koalas while 
Downer Group’s laundries 
team helped a koala rescue 
centre to wash hundreds of 
kilograms of linen.

Law firms, including Allens 
Linklaters, Ashurst, Clayton 
Utz, Corrs, Gilbert + Tobin, 
Herbert Smith Freehills, 
King & Wood Mallesons, 
MinterEllison, and Norton 
Rose Fulbright, provided 
pro bono legal assistance. 
Accenture provided pro bono 
audit and advisory services 
to bushfire appeal funds to 
maximise the impact of the 
raised funds.

Caltex ensured the safe 
delivery of fuel to emergency 
services and provided fuel 
for the Navy beach rescue 
mission in Mallacoota. 

Coca-Cola Amatil provided 
discounts and donated 
products to affected small 
businesses to get them back 
on their feet, while Lion offered 
extended credit and invoicing 
terms and free cleaning of 
draught beer systems to get 
pubs back open as soon as 
possible. 

How business 
contributed 
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Poor coordination 
leads to duplication 
and false starts 

In times of acute crisis, 
Australians are generous  
and want to help. 

But during the 2019-20 
bushfire season, the initial 
coordination of assistance  
and other relief efforts often 
fell short.

Without coordination, in-kind 
contributions can lead to 
false starts and unnecessary 
duplications. Money raised  
can be wasted.

To be effective, assistance 
must get to where it is needed 
as quickly as possible. It 
needs to be targeted and 
directed to where it will do  
the most good.

A quickly mobilised central 
coordinating body informed  
by individual community needs 
– rather than a one-size-fits-
all approach – will help in 
ensuring assistance is directed 
efficiently and effectively.

Cash flow is king 
During the crisis, it was clear 
that individuals and businesses 
needed access to cash flow. 
This did not dissipate once  
the disaster phase moved  
into recovery.

Without funds coming in, 
individuals could not pay for 
essentials. For businesses,  
a lack of access to cash  
meant they could not pay  
staff and could not restock. 

Overwhelmed  
by stress, people 
need help with  
the basics
On the ground, we found 
people and business owners 
overwhelmed by stress. For 
those who were fortunate to 
retain their homes or premises, 
it was the loss of customers 
and business activity in the 
community that robbed them 
of their livelihoods. This also 
happened in satellite regions 
that relied on activity in 
regional centres affected  
by the bushfires. 

Those most affected by the 
fires did not know where to 
start to begin piecing their 
lives together and found it 
difficult to think beyond the 
next day. The loss of hope led 
to paralysis and indecision.

They were unaware of what 
assistance was on offer or 
even where to turn to for 
advice. Many had no  
access to the internet. 

We also found their needs 
were basic: for instance, 
replacing tools and office 
equipment such as laptops, 
stationery and printers so they 
could start to put one foot in 
front of the other.

What we 
learnt



4BUSINESS COUNCIL OF AUSTRALIA

Place-based focus
Recovery activities are often 
managed by different levels of 
government. Some are covered 
by the federal government, 
others by state and/or local 
jurisdictions. 

It quickly became evident that 
if one key recovery activity 
fell through the cracks it 
affected the whole community. 
This could be the removal of 
debris, the opening of roads 
or accessing the right type 
of assistance or grant. A lack 
of coordination that covers 
all elements of a recovery 
for a community can cause 
unnecessary delays and 
exacerbate frustration. 

Getting a community back 
on its feet requires a holistic 
approach. 

The business community 
is examining an approach 
that could involve ‘adopting 
a community’ to help solve 
interconnected problems and 
smooth its recovery.

The importance 
of business and 
business activity 
Throughout our BizRebuild 
work, we have learnt that 
business is the glue that 
holds these local communities 
together. When businesses 
are destroyed, communities 
risk losing people. Population, 
skills and activity fall away.

Disaster relief is right to focus 
on safety and shelter, but 
we have also seen firsthand 
the importance of making 
sure local economies can 
recover. We strongly argue that 
commerce is critical to restore 
vibrancy and life to a region. 
This includes the nearby 
communities and supply 
chains that rely on thriving 
economic centres. 

Business needs to be included 
as a focus of future recoveries. 

What we 
learnt
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BizRebuild was established to 
ensure practical and targeted 
assistance could help bushfire 
devastated small and local 
businesses to get back on their 
feet so their communities could 
recover, rebuild and come back 
stronger than before.

BizRebuild recognises that 
for communities to thrive 
once again, they need 
strong and successful 
businesses providing 
jobs and opportunities for 
locals. Without jobs, local 
communities wither. 

Work is focused on directing 
assistance to small and 
local businesses to restore 
jobs, create new ones and 
help rebuild economies and 
communities. We are able 
to assist individuals and 
businesses directly because 
it is part of our community 
mission. 

BizRebuild’s role is unique 
in Australia because no 
other organisation has been 
set up to fill this gap in the 
nation’s disaster and recovery 
response.

BizRebuild is a permanent 
feature of the BCA’s 
engagement with the broader 
community and is designed 

to be ramped up quickly 
to respond immediately to 
future disasters and continue 
providing assistance all the 
way through to recovery. 

It has the full support and 
backing of the nation’s leading 
companies, recognising that 
business is the glue that keeps 
communities together. 

Vibrant communities are part 
of the fabric of Australia and 
an important part of promoting 
social cohesion. BizRebuild 
is committed to repairing, 
rebuilding and constructing 
multipurpose, world-class 
community facilities to ensure 
communities have access to 
thriving hubs of social and 
economic activity where they 
can come together, attract 
sporting, social and tourism 
events, and keep locals in town.

BizRebuild is part of the 
Community Rebuilding 
Initiative which has a charitable 
trust focused on community 
rebuilding with Deductible Gift 
Recipient status.

It is tasked with making a real 
difference to peoples’ lives as 
quickly as possible, helping 
communities rebuild, and 
taking a strategic long-term 
approach to ensure recovery is 
sustainable and long-lived.

Why was 
BizRebuild 
established? 
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Effective business 
coordination of 
resources 
BizRebuild has effectively 
consolidated and coordinated 
the enormous cash and in-kind 
assistance from business into 
one fund for the recovery  
and rebuilding phase of  
the 2019-20 bushfires.

Going forward, BizRebuild 
will coordinate the business 
response as a crisis unfolds. 

We have been successful in 
preventing the fragmentation 
of resources and eliminating 
duplication and delays in 
getting assistance to where it 
is most needed. 

BizRebuild is specifically 
designed to listen to 
communities about what  
they need and target 
resources to help them  
get back on their feet. 

Our role is to complement – 
not duplicate – the efforts of 
the National Bushfire Recovery 
Agency (NBRA) and the work 
of other charities. 

As of 12 June 2020, 
BizRebuild teams had travelled 
22,100 kilometres across the 
country and spent 900 hours 
on the ground visiting and 
listening to communities in:

• Adelaide Hills

• Bairnsdale

• Batemans Bay

• Batlow

• Bega

• Blue Mountains

• Bombala

• Braidwood

• Bungendore

• Cobargo

• Cooma

• Cudgewa

• Dalgety

• Eden

• Hawkesbury

• Hunter Valley

• Jindabyne

• Kangaroo Island

• Lake Eucumbene

• Lakes Entrance

• Lithgow

• Mallacoota

• Merimbula

• Mogo

• Nambucca

• Narooma

• Queanbeyan – Palerang 
Shire

• Rappville

• Richmond Valley

• Shoalhaven

• Snowy Valley

• Southern Highlands

• Tenterfield

• Towong

• Tumbarumba

• Tumut, and 

• Tweed Heads

BizRebuild’s 
achievements 
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As a first step, we have 
distributed 361 business 
recovery vouchers worth $500 
each to help small business 
owners seek professional 
assistance from local firms, 
totalling $180,500. Accessing 
local help also keeps the 
money in the community. 

Flying squads to 
assess need 
On top of recovery vouchers, 
BizRebuild sent ‘flying squads’ 
of business recovery, financial, 
mental health and other 
experts into many affected 
communities to help locals 
figure out what they needed to 
recover and how BizRebuild 
could help. 

During COVID we pivoted to 
working remotely but we never 
stopped helping fire affected 
communities.

These visits were more than 
‘listening tours’ and were a 
practical way to give expert 
advice to impacted people. 
Our teams worked with 
affected small business owners 
to provide information and 
business support.

Often, the assistance they 
needed was as simple as 
help with filling in forms, 
cutting through red tape and 
navigating the government 
assistance on offer. 

Trauma-informed professionals 
have helped many people in 
fire affected communities with 
their mental health challenges.

BizRebuild’s 
achievements 

Helping with  
cash flow 
To help people, businesses 
and communities throughout 
the crisis, it was clear we 
needed to solve the immediate 
problem of cash flow.

The BCA encouraged all 
business to waive or delay 
debts for affected small and 
local businesses and speed 
up payments to help with  
cash flow. 

Retooling vouchers 
On the ground in bushfire 
impacted areas we found 
people needed access to the 
basics. For business owners 
and tradespeople, this was 
replacing the equipment that 
would allow them to get back 
to work. 

Through BizRebuild, we 
have provided 270 retooling 
vouchers worth $2,000 each 
to help small businesses and 
tradespeople replace lost tools 
and office equipment. This 
assistance totals $540,000.    

Recovery vouchers 
We quickly learnt that people 
were overwhelmed by stress. 
Processing the magnitude of 
the disaster and the impact 
on their lives meant they often 
could not think beyond the 
next day.

When small business owners 
need to make plans for the 
future, it helps when they can 
speak to trusted locals such as 
their accountant or lawyer. 
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One of our biggest take-outs is that people need hope. 
When their livelihoods have been reduced to rubble, 
they often do not know where to turn to for help. It is 
important to put the help on offer right in front of them, 
on the ground, with compassion and understanding.

BizRebuild’s 
achievements 

Business Turnaround 
Forums 
We have also held two Business 
Turnaround Forums with large 
audiences in Merimbula and 
Narooma to provide advice and 
information on ways to recover. 

The forums are held in 
conjunction with local business 
and tourism associations and 
shire councils. They feature a 
panel of experts, a Q&A session 
and then business owners can 
discuss their individual needs 
one-on-one with experts.

Some of the topics  
covered include:

• financial recovery and 
business turnaround 
strategies

• navigating insurance claims

• marketing and  
business development

• understanding what 
government financial 
assistance is on offer, and

• mental health support.

Business Turnaround Forums in Merimbula

Business Turnaround Forums in Narooma
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Bushfire roundtable at Parliament House BizRebuild’s 
achievements House in Canberra. About 60 

local representatives attended 
along with the NBRA, the 
Council of Small Business 
Organisations, the Australian 
Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry, and Equity Trustees.

This informed our work and 
allowed us to understand the 
big picture of the devastation 
across local economies.

To ensure we had a good 
overview of the individual 
community, industry and 
regional needs, under the 
leadership of Sir Peter 
Cosgrove AK AC(Mil) CVO 
MC (Rtrd), we convened a 
roundtable of local council 
and chamber of commerce 
representatives from fire 
affected communities on  
29 January 2020 at Parliament 

Bushfire roundtable at Parliament House: Sir Peter Cosgrove 
AK AC(Mil) CVO MC (Rtrd), Jennifer Westacott AO
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Focusing on places 
and communities 
Through our work on the 
ground in the village of Mogo, 
it became clear the community 
needed to rebuild its centre 
after flames destroyed about 
one-quarter of its shops.

Our Mogo pop-up mall project 
saw BizRebuild work closely 
with the community, the Mogo 
Village Business Chamber 
and the Eurobodalla Shire to 
turn 13 demountable buildings 
donated by ATCO into a 
temporary pop-up mall. 

Sydney-based trucking 
contractor P&S Haul-Em 
transported the demountable 
buildings from Sydney to 
Mogo at a discounted rate. 
Each of the 10 ATCO modules 
weighed 3.3 tonnes and each 
semi-trailer weighed about 18 
tonnes. The total weight of the 
convoy was 213 tonnes and it 
travelled 357 kilometres. 

The plumbing work was done 
by Mogo plumber Craig 
Millman who was one of the 
first small business owners to 
receive a BizRebuild Retooling 
voucher. The replacement tools 
he bought meant he was able 
to work on the Mogo project.

Bateman’s Bay business 
Beach House Stairs, which 
received replacement tools 
from Bunnings, constructed 
the stairs to the demountable 
buildings and helped with 
the deck. The tools Bunnings 
donated immediately after 
the fires allowed Beach 
House Stairs to keep nine 
tradespeople in work.

This highlights one of the most 
critical aims of BizRebuild – 
ensuring that people in local 
communities have access to 
rebuilding projects.

The Mogo pop-up mall has 
provided temporary premises 
for six local businesses and 
new accommodation for the 
Mogo Local Aboriginal Land 
Council. 

The businesses are: 

• Roman Leathergoods

• My Little Boutique (formerly 
Boho Chic in Mogo)

• Alison Thomson Accounting 
& Taxation

• ABC Property Sales

• La Shabbie, and

• Mogo Mutts.

BizRebuild’s 
achievements 
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Thowgla and Biggara, 
Victoria

We are currently scoping 
proposed renovations to 
the Thowgla and Biggara 
community halls, similar to the 
Cudgewa project.

Cobargo, New South Wales

We are currently scoping the 
Cobargo pop-up venue project 
in more detail, including looking 
at temporary building options. 
The Cobargo Co-Op has 
offered the use of an ideally 
located site next to the Co-Op 
with good access and parking.

Rappville, New South Wales 

Rappville’s community hall 
burned down and we are 
working with locals and the 
council to build a modern hall, 
under the generous pro bono 
guidance of architect Virginia 
Kerridge. 

Further plans

Further community projects 
are now being explored, 
including additional community 
halls and the enhancement of 
sporting facilities, in particular 
where they have a dual use 
in supporting resilience to 
disasters.

Our next 
community-based 
projects include:
Kangaroo Island,  
South Australia 

Planning is underway on 
several Kangaroo Island 
projects, including B2b 
(business to small business 
one-on-one support) and 
mental health support. Two 
projects are in the early 
stages of being considered for 
Kangaroo Island, including the 
possibility of accommodation 
for seasonal or transient 
workers in central Kangaroo 
Island and a pop-up services 
hub which would serve as a 
temporary gateway to the iconic 
Flinders Chase National Park.

Cudgewa, Victoria

Working with the Victorian 
Jewish Community Cultural 
Fund and the community  
we are finalising plans for the 
renovation of the community 
hall which was the hub for 
emergency support during  
the fires.

BizRebuild’s 
achievements 
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The BCA has been involved 
in every federal government 
roundtable of peak groups, 
charities and other businesses 
since the height of the fires. 
These were initially hosted by 
Prime Minister Scott Morrison 
and are now chaired by 
the NBRA and held weekly. 
BizRebuild has had the 
privilege of travelling to fire 
affected communities with the 
NBRA, including showing them 
achievements at Mogo.

BCA advocacy led to the 
NBRA offering an additional 
$10,000 grant to any business 
whose revenue had been 
decimated by the fires, on 
top of its initial assistance 
measures. Our large footprint 
in, and intimate knowledge 
of, fire affected communities 
informed our decision to 
advocate for the measure 
on behalf of struggling local 
businesses. 

BizRebuild 
interface with the 
NBRA 
BizRebuild works hand 
in hand with the NBRA. 
BizRebuild coordinators 
formally meet every fortnight 
with the National Bushfire 
Recovery Coordinator, Andrew 
Colvin APM OAM. Informal 
meetings are frequently held 
with NBRA deputies. 

BizRebuild’s 
achievements 
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What needs 
to be done in 
the future?

It has proven that if immediate 
response and longer-term 
recovery support for families 
and individuals can be 
augmented by keeping people 
in jobs, recovery is naturally 
more positive and sustainable.

It would be ideal if more of 
the many charitable funds 
could also support business 
recovery and infrastructure. 
They might need to review  
their charitable objects.

Future recovery 
could be made 
easier if changes 
are made now
Much of the fundraising focus 
is dedicated to the immediate 
disaster relief effort and many 
of the funds appear to overlap 
in purpose.

Less of the effort is directed  
at the recovery and rebuilding.

The challenge in future 
disasters is to effectively plan 
the stages of disaster relief, 
recovery and rebuilding to 
make sure entire communities 
can recover.

Funds in the recovery phase 
should increasingly be 
directed to building up the 
resilience and sustainability 
of communities to withstand 
future events with attention 
paid to areas such as 
appropriate land clearing 
and putting electricity 
and telecommunications 
underground.

We know what 
business owners 
need to keep jobs 
and stay healthy
We have learnt that businesses 
and even local communities do 
not have to be burnt or flooded 
to be affected economically by 
a natural disaster. Cash needs 
to get to small businesses as 
soon as possible to keep staff 
in jobs and pay bills.

Small business owners want 
a highly personal and highly 
practical approach from 
agencies, without being tangled 
up in unnecessary red tape.

We have found great power  
in combining cash and in-kind 
help with practical mental 
health support, especially 
for individuals unlikely to 
seek clinical help and in 
communities with limited 
access to clinicians.

A business to small 
business (B2b) 
approach works 
and should be 
supported
The concept of a nationally 
coordinated approach by the 
business community to help 
disaster affected businesses 
and communities has been 
proven by BizRebuild. It will 
now remain a feature of our 
future disaster response and 
recovery. It underlines that 
businesses, big and small, are 
the glue in communities. 
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Recommendations 

Assistance with immediate cash flow 
Establish a disaster wage subsidy scheme, such as the 
JobKeeper allowance, to help businesses stay open and retain 
workers immediately after a natural disaster. This would come into 
effect immediately once a disaster has been declared and the 
payment would be time limited. 

Establish a disaster supplement, such as the Coronavirus 
supplement, to be paid on top of the JobSeeker allowance 
immediately after a natural disaster. This would come into effect 
immediately once a disaster has been declared and the payment 
would be time limited.

Implement immediately, a cash, low-documentation grant scheme 
for all businesses whose revenues have been significantly 
affected by a disaster.

A personal approach
Individuals, families, business owners and community leaders 
affected by a disaster need personal help to navigate the 
complexity of the ‘system’ whether it be accessing income 
support, government grants and so on.

They would benefit from being physically visited and helped by 
a large cohort of well-trained staff who can take whatever time it 
takes to help disaster affected people access the help they need.

Economic baseline study
A full analysis should be undertaken of the economic cost 
of a disaster to a location and the social implications of the 
economic loss. 

Any detailed assessment needs to also consider what would be 
needed to restore the value of lost activity to a region as part 
of the rebuilding process. This should include business activity, 
industries and, importantly, jobs. 

1

2

3
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Maintaining improved coordination 
A national disaster recovery and rebuilding agency, such as the 
NBRA, should be formed as a permanent standing body.

It would have responsibility for coordinating all federal and state 
agencies for natural disasters and could be ramped up and 
instantly mobilised when needed. 

It would oversee the response through all stages of a disaster 
from urgent relief to recovery, rebuilding and improving resilience 
and sustainability.

It would be given greater scope to guide fundraising efforts to 
areas of highest priority during both immediate disaster relief  
and recovery.

The agency would also have responsibility to deal with the 
rigidities in the system governing fundraising and charities. 

The agency should lead a cut-through program to allow disaster 
affected people to give their details once only.

No imposed solutions
It is apparent that some agencies still enter communities with 
pre-planned solutions. This is disrespectful to communities’ real 
needs which can vary widely and is likely to be frustrating and 
ineffective. One of BizRebuild’s strengths has been to respond 
genuinely to each community’s views of their needs.

A permanent role for business  
through BizRebuild
BizRebuild’s close relationship with the NBRA should be 
replicated with any nationally formed disaster agency. 

This will enable a much faster mobilisation of resources from  
the business community and better targeting of assistance. 

4

5

6

Recommendations 

T +61 3 8664 2664
www.bca.com.au


