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High community transmission rates of the Delta 
strain and the availability of vaccine supplies mean 
we must once again recalibrate our response.

While vaccination remains our best defence, 
the reality is that until vaccination rates increase 
considerably, state and territory lockdowns are likely 
to continue. The NSW lockdown is likely to continue 
for some time.

Lockdowns have enormous economic and  
social costs and should be a last resort. We are 
seeing the impacts on social cohesion from ongoing 
lockdowns.

Where they are used, we need to move from snap to 
smart lockdowns. We need to be smarter about how 
we manage the next six months. 

If lockdowns are enforced or extended, decisions 
should be made as far in advance as possible and 
communicated clearly so the community and 
businesses can plan. Providing milestones around 
the stages of a lockdown would help remove  
the day-to-day guessing game around rules  
and decisions. 

Throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic, Australia’s response 
to managing the health and 
economic impacts of the virus has 
evolved as circumstances change. 

This has served the country well, 
protecting the health, wellbeing, 
and livelihoods of Australians. 

 � The health of Australians is paramount

 � Lockdowns have huge economic and 
social costs so we must adopt a smarter 
approach that is consistent, predictable 
and with least impact

 � Update national hotspot definitions  
to reflect the Delta strain

 � Use consistent definitions to trigger 
lockdowns

 � Lockdowns should be localised to 
affected areas rather than automatically 
locking down entire states

 � Provide milestones around lockdown 
stages to remove the day-to-day 
guessing game around rules and 
decisions 

 � Agree on predictable and consistent 
national public health orders

 � Ensure support for individuals is paid 
quickly, and is easy to apply for and 
understand

 � Set up national architecture to roll-out 
an expanded version of NSW’s JobSaver 
scheme

 � Ensure impacted businesses are eligible 
for administrative relief, including tax 
deferrals

 � Consider extending support for aviation 
and tourism sectors

 � Outline a roadmap to reopening which 
includes a role for business to speed  
up the national vaccine roll-out

 � Provide clear information on the 
availability, risks and benefits of the 
AstraZeneca vaccine based on the latest 
medical advice.

Shutdown rules, definitions and timings differ across the states and territories, adding to community and 
business confusion, uncertainty, and anxiety. This includes debates about which businesses can remain 
open and who can go to work. A difference exists between a shutdown that runs for five days compared to 
five weeks.

As we’ve done throughout the pandemic, we must continue to learn from our experiences since March 2020.

Nationally consistent approaches and predictability about restrictions will improve community confidence 
in the management of outbreaks, help business plan and keep people safe and in their jobs.

By adopting best practice across the country, we can safeguard the health and economic gains that 
Australians have already sacrificed so much to achieve.
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Economic and social impacts of restrictions
One hundred days of restrictions at the current level would wipe out all this year’s  
economic growth and take the economy back to the worst of the recession conditions 
experienced in 2020.

This is what analysis conducted by EY shows. On their estimates the lockdowns in New South Wales,  
Victoria and South Australia are costing $2.8 billion per week and impacting 1.6 million workers. 

The NSW lockdown accounts for nearly two-thirds of this cost, with economic losses accumulating at  
$257 million each day.

We must accept there will be a cost in controlling the virus, but we can’t sit back and watch all of the  
hard-won economic gains of the last 12 months unravel.

We cannot assume the economy will simply bounce back at the end of sustained lockdowns. The effects 
on confidence and further erosion of the financial buffers of businesses and households will take their toll 
with sustained hard lockdown conditions. We will also lose our competitive advantage to countries who are 
opening up more quickly. 

Our economy is not bulletproof.

Smarter lockdowns can reduce these costs. For example, the construction sector, which is a major contributor 
to economic activity and employment, has been hard hit by restrictions. 

If we can restart some core construction activity through a smarter strategy the overall economic impacts 
could be reduced by around $250 million to $500 million per week based on bringing the sector back to  
25-50 per cent of activity, helping preserve hard won economic gains and keeping people in their jobs.

Mental health and wellbeing 
One in five (20 per cent) Australians reported experiencing high or very high levels of 
psychological distress in the previous four weeks, according to the June 2021 ABS Household 
Impacts of COVID-19 Survey. 
The isolation and anxiety induced by lockdowns has taken a significant toll on the mental health  
of many Australians. 

Similar findings were reported in March 2021 (20 per cent) and November 2020 (21 per cent). 

Levels of distress are most acute among young Australians. Almost one in three younger Australians  
(30 per cent) aged 18 to 34 years said they had experienced high or very high levels of psychological distress. 

People living in Victoria also reported higher levels of distress (27 per cent).

Ongoing lockdowns are fuelling community frustration and have the potential to impact on social cohesion.

Lockdowns in three states  
are costing $2.8 billion  
a week and impacting  
1.6 million workers.
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Nationally consistent approaches
To maintain business and community confidence, there should be nationally consistent and 
uniform approaches to the way lockdowns are triggered, Public Health Orders drafted, and 
restrictions are imposed and enforced. 

Update the definition of a national hotspot to reflect the Delta strain
National Cabinet should urgently review the current hotspot definitions to  provide nationally consistent, 
clearly defined  triggers for lockdowns. This will provide much needed certainty for communities and 
businesses about what is likely to happen next and plan accordingly. 

The current Commonwealth triggers for consideration of a hotspot include:

 � Any area where;
 − There is the occurrence of a case of infection in the community with a more transmissible variant  

of COVID-19 and opportunities for wide community exposure.
 � In a metropolitan area where;

 − The rolling 3 day average (average over 3 days) is 10 locally acquired cases per day. This equates to over 
30 cases in 3 consecutive days.

 � A rural or regional area where;
 − The rolling 3 day average (average over 3 days) is 3 locally acquired cases per day. This equates to  

9 cases over 3 consecutive days.

Business and government collaboration
Governments should continue to have regular channels of consultation and dialogue with the  
business community. 

Regular meetings during outbreaks and lockdowns provide opportunities to consult on restrictions, 
troubleshoot issues, ensure that restrictions are workable across industries and help with planning the  
quick return to business-as-usual once restrictions lift.

18 months into this pandemic, 
we must adopt nationally 
consistent and uniform 
approaches to the way 
lockdowns are triggered.
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Lockdowns
We acknowledge that specifics will differ across states and territories, but lockdowns should have the 
following consistent features:

1. Consistent application of agreed hotspot definitions to trigger stages of lockdown. As above,  
change to definitions needs to be re-cast considering the Delta variant. Once agreed, hotspot 
definitions should be applied consistently around the country to outbreak locations.  

2. Lockdowns should be localised to affected areas rather than automatically locking down entire states.
3.  Lifting of lockdowns should be based on the number of cases infectious in the community, not the 

overall number of cases. This risk-based approach supports a need to increase economic activity as 
soon as possible. 

Importantly, a difference exists between a shutdown that runs for five days compared to five weeks.  
The longer a lockdown lasts the more pragmatic and economically mindful governments must be about 
the impacts on livelihoods and businesses.

Public health orders
Public health orders need to move beyond being a blunt response to health risks and become an economic 
response as well.

Ideally public health orders would set out what business activities need to reduce or cease, with all other 
activities able to continue. 

However, states have taken the approach of listing essential workers and businesses who can remain  
open at each stage. This has resulted in entire industries or sectors being shut down, even where a reduced 
workforce and greater operational flexibility could deliver the health outcomes while keeping economic 
activity occurring.  

National model public health orders should  adopt best practice from current restrictions imposed in  
New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia. These jurisdictions have worked closely with business,  
some over many months, to refine a workable set of public health orders that as much as possible attempt 
to strike a balance between public health risk and economic activity.  

Implementing consistent approaches and well understood restrictions nationally will reduce the complexity 
and confusion each time restrictions are imposed.

Public health orders should operate on the following principles:

1. Stages are consistent across Australia: i.e. stage 4 is the same in each jurisdiction and is triggered  
by the same level of community transmission (as agreed in the hotspot definition).

2. Lockdowns and restrictions apply to industries and sectors in a smarter way – to achieve health 
outcomes by suppressing transmission while keep businesses open and operating.

 This can be achieved by limiting operations and restricting the workforce, for example reducing the 
overall capacity of the construction industry while operating on a 24/7 cycle rather than completely 
shutting down. 

3. Public health orders should reflect the increasing vaccination rates and reduction in risk.
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At each stage of restrictions, the BCA recommends establishing nationally consistent principles to improve 
certainty for communities and businesses. Potential principles for business restrictions are shown below, with 
illustrative examples. These are based on best practice from New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia.

Potential principles for business standards
Tracing • Scanning of QR codes is required at all workplaces, retail premises, restaurants 

and cafes, events etc

Hygiene • Sanitisation stations are available at all workplaces
• First aid personnel are equipped with training and PPE
• Hygiene good practices are promoted

Testing • Temperature checks are recommended at all workplaces

Compliance • COVIDSafe plan of operations is established
• COVID Marshalls are in place to monitor compliance

Distancing  • Physical distancing and density limits are based on 1 person per 2 sq m indoors

Mask wearing • Mask wearing is recommended in public places indoors

Distancing • Physical distancing and density limits are based on 1 person per 4 sq m indoors

Mask wearing • Mask wearing is mandatory in public places indoors

Distancing • Physical distancing and density limits are based on 1 person per 4 sq m indoors 
and some activities outdoors (e.g. meals, breaks, meetings)

Mask wearing • Mask wearing is mandatory in public places and workplaces – indoors

Stay at home • Home working is required where possible
• Schools and childcare remain open

Distancing • Same as Stage 3

Mask wearing • Mask wearing is mandatory in public places and workplaces – indoors and 
outdoors

Stay at home • Stay at home unless cannot reasonably work from home, if an essential worker or 
for other reasonable excuses

• Limited permitting system used for essential workers travelling outside hotspots
• School and childcare remain open only for dependants of essential workers
• No carpooling permitted

Testing • Testing of essential workers is recommended (PCR and rapid antigen testing)

Sector 
specific 

Examples
• Retail: Shopping for essential retail within 10 km; supermarkets, pharmacies, 

hardware and office supply stores etc remain open; non-essential retail  
click and collect only; takeaway food only; hair and beauty closed 
Note: retail operations still require staffing for fulfillment purposes, to fill click 
and collect orders and to continue distribution centres operating at a capacity 
required to meet demand

• Construction: Open or, if high risk, operates at reduced capacity with 
exemptions (e.g. safety and emergency works, state significant projects  
/ civil infrastructure projects, critical path works for commercial projects)

• Manufacturing: Open or, if high risk, operates at reduced capacity with 
exemptions to ensure national supply chains continue and intra-state exports 
can continue. This includes but is not limited to: food and beverage, medical, 
transportation and other manufacturing that is critical to other supply chains

• Note: Essential work to include sustaining supply chains (e.g. admin  
teams supporting critical functions, security guards at supermarkets)
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What business can do 
Unprecedented levels of cooperation helped steer Australia through the 
worst of the pandemic last year and saved thousands of jobs.

This was on a scale we haven’t seen before through innovation, solving 
problems, maintaining essential services and keeping the economy going. 
We must harness this cooperation again.

COVIDSafe workplaces

Business is focussed on keeping their workers safe. The implementation of COVIDSafe workplace 
plans have been critical to reopening the economy and managing outbreaks when they occur. 

Given the challenges the Delta strain presents, government should provide updated advice and 
guidance about what additional standards, adjustments or requirements are needed to ensure 
these plans meet best practice.

Expand our testing arsenal 

Business stands ready to partner with the government to expand the testing arsenal. 
Many businesses already enforce onsite temperature checking. But the adoption of rapid and 
antigen testing at workplaces can become an additional weapon against the spread of the virus, 
reduce risk in essential industries such as construction, and help businesses and key industries 
remain open during outbreaks.
Temperature testing, onsite PCR testing and rapid anitgen testing will not only identify infections 
but also act as a deterrent to unwell workers going to work in the first place, limiting the time 
potentially infectious people spend in the community.
For example, construction companies in Ontario, Canada undertake tens of thousands of rapid 
antigen tests at construction sites each week to quickly determine COVID-19 infection and isolate 
positive cases. We urge state and federal governments to work with the business community on 
establishing similar testing protocols and urgently providing advice on acceptable rapid antigen 
testing manufacturers and providers.
Business will also partner with government to support increased PCR testing of employees through 
onsite facilities, providing paid leave to get tested and enforcing regular testing in the workplace.

Rostering to restrict movement

Businesses will adapt rostering to comply with restrictions and support the public health response. 
Throughout the pandemic, businesses have re-assessed their workforce requirements and limited 
the movement of essential workers out of restricted or lockdown areas by amending rosters and 
deploying workers within the restricted areas.

Reinforcing public health message to employees

Businesses will support and reinforce public health messaging, including the importance of 
employees staying at home and getting tested if unwell, through internal communications and 
workforce management. 
Business will also continue support for employees’ mental health and wellbeing.

Financial support

Business to provide ongoing support for households and small businesses including through bill 
deferrals, loan deferrals and waiving/refunding certain fees.
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Financial packages 
What we need
We need a package that reflects the position we are 
in now. This involves targeted assistance for people 
and businesses subject to targeted lockdowns.

Key to this is a scheme that applies consistently and predictably wherever an outbreak may occur. It needs 
to link to an agreed definition of hotspot and assistance should only continue for the period of the lockdown. 
We need a national scheme but in partnership with state governments, recognising their different fiscal 
capabilities, as they respond to local conditions.

How does this differ from JobKeeper?
We suggest an upgraded JobSaver scheme that works in tandem with the COVID-19 Disaster 
Payment. The NSW JobSaver scheme supports businesses while the COVID-19 Disaster 
Payment supports individuals. Together, they retain some of the key features of the original 
JobKeeper scheme but differ in some important respects:

 � support is paid directly to workers through the COVID-19 Disaster Payment
 � targeted to local lockdowns and not applied nationally irrespective of local conditions
 � time limited to the period of a lockdown or when the hotspot declaration is removed, and
 � implemented in partnership with the states in response to local conditions.

JobSaver provides an anchor for further support
The recently introduced NSW JobSaver scheme, jointly funded by the Commonwealth and 
NSW provides an anchor to deliver on the key benefits and principles of a targeted scheme. 

JobSaver adopts some of the key features of JobKeeper but delivers more targeted support for business. 
Payments are for impacted businesses and require that businesses maintain their existing employee 
headcount. The link between employer and employee is maintained through the headcount requirement, 
while workers with reduced hours may be further supported by the COVID-19 Disaster Payment. The scheme 
will end when the current lockdown restrictions are eased or when the hotspot declaration is removed.

What should an upgraded JobSaver look like?
The NSW JobSaver scheme should be updated to better support more businesses. This 
recognises the evolving challenges for many businesses – of all sizes – from an extended 
lockdown, and ensures businesses and workers are well placed to bounce back. Key features 
could include:

 � the payment rate of 40 per cent of weekly payroll should be increased
 � uncapped weekly payments
 � expanded to companies of all sizes, with similar turnover tests to JobKeeper
 � strict monitoring and integrity measures to prevent against fraud and abuse.

Other relevant JobKeeper features could be introduced as required. Consideration could also be given to 
temporary workplace flexibility measures to enable businesses to preserve jobs, together with safeguards 
to protect employees. 
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A national architecture for JobSaver
There should also be a national architecture in place to roll out a version of JobSaver more broadly 
if required, although the Commonwealth will need to work with individual states to respond to local 
conditions. Schemes should be triggered by an extended lockdown or hotspot declaration e.g. after 2 
weeks, recognising the challenges presented by the Delta variant. These schemes should end when the 
lockdown restrictions are eased or when the hotspot declaration is removed.

Support for individuals
The COVID-19 Disaster Payment supports workers who are unable to work due 
 to restrictions:

 � Workers that lose more than 20 hours of work should receive a minimum of $1,200 a fortnight,  
with consideration given to raising the rate to $1,500 in the event of an extended lockdown. 

 � A higher payment rate in the event of an extended lockdown would help recalibrate support, alongside  
a one-off payment to all income support recipients in areas impacted by an extended lockdown.

The COVID-19 Disaster Payment could be further improved and simplified through:

 � a single national approach to eligibility rules and payment rates

 � impacted workers should be paid as soon as possible

 � consideration of how to support interstate workers impacted by lockdowns in other states.

This will provide all workers with certainty and clarity on the support available in the event of restrictions, 
while ensuring that support is easy to understand, easy to apply for, consistent and timely.

It is important the disaster payment remains accessible to all workers regardless of the size of a business. 

Other support measures
In the event of a short lockdown, SMEs should be supported through timely, predictable and 
targeted grants. Further measures should be introduced to help all businesses manage cash 
flow disruptions from an extended lockdown, such as:

 � tax deferrals (e.g. income tax and payroll tax)

 � extended reporting cycles 

 � faster payment of refunds

 � direct grants.

Businesses must also be able to electronically execute documents and hold virtual or hybrid meetings. 
There is currently a Bill before the Senate that addresses both matters and it should be passed immediately.

The aviation and tourism sectors will also continue to be heavily impacted ongoing restrictions. 
Consideration should be given for extending support for these sectors, including their supply chains.
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Roadmap to reopening  
As it has throughout COVID-19, business stands ready to help manage the health and 
economic response to the pandemic. We continue to view vaccination as the gateway to 
fewer restrictions.

Vaccines
There is clear evidence that both the AstraZeneca and Pfizer vaccines are important  
to not just minimise severe illness but also prevent transmission of COVID-19, even with 
the first dose.

Therefore, it is crucial that Australia accelerates the national vaccination roll-out as quickly as supply allows. 

Clarification of health advice

To encourage maximum vaccination coverage of Australians, we need a single and clear set of advice 
around the risks and benefits of the AstraZeneca vaccine including its availability and dose intervals. 

We need to expand the number of vaccination sites (including additional pharmacies) for both vaccines. 
Easily available information about site locations and how to register for vaccination should be clearly 
communicated to the broader community. 

Australia needs to gear up for an accelerated phase of the national vaccination roll-out once additional 
supplies become available. 

The role of business
Business is ready to step up and play a pivotal role in the roll-out.

Planning work needs to be undertaken now to ensure the right procedures and quality assurances  
are in place.

Business stands ready to:

 � adapt existing flu vaccination programs for staff to also provide COVID vaccinations
 � provide premises to establish new vaccination centres for members of the public
 � provide health and administrative staff to assist with the broader government roll-out, and
 � encourage employees to receive the vaccine as soon as they are eligible.

It is crucial that Australia 
accelerates the national 
vaccination roll-out as 
quickly as supply allows. 
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National roadmap
The principles of National Cabinet’s roadmap for reopening need to align and provide 
greater clarity on vaccine thresholds and the target levels of the number of Australians 
vaccinated. 

Australians need to understand when vaccination targets will be met, when vaccine supplies will arrive and 
the size of different phases of the vaccine roll-out.

The plan needs to outline the key dates and expected timeframes not only to improve community 
confidence and certainty but also so preparation can begin for the arrival of more vaccine supplies. 

The roadmap should outline different scenarios of when a certain percentage of the population has been 
vaccinated and how that is linked to reopening strategies. These scenarios could include the improved 
acceptance of AstraZeneca, vaccinating children, and/or a continued community preference for Pfizer. 

Reaching certain vaccination thresholds need to be tied to the relaxation of restrictions and trigger  
an end to state border closures. 

Business, government, health officials and the union movement need to work together on an exit plan  
out of the pandemic otherwise we run the risk that Australia falls behind its international competitors. 

The immediate priority for managing the virus and opening up the economy remains domestic.  
Over time as the thresholds improve, we can begin planning for the return of international students  
and skilled workers. 

However, it is important to send a clear signal to business and the broader community about what they  
can expect and what they should begin planning for. In the absence of greater certainty, the community  
is effectively left to play a guessing game about the future. 

Business is continuing to work constructively with state and federal departments and experts on the 
thresholds to move between vaccine phases. 

Not only do we need to lock in consistency in this current phase but having clear and achievable thresholds 
throughout the stages of the roll-out will enable economic activity to increase while maintaining capacity in 
the health system.


