
                 SEAANZ STATEMENT  

                     REGARDING THE AUSTRALIAN BUSHFIRES 

 

The SEAANZ team is devastated by the impact of the bush fires ravaging our towns, 

small business communities and wildlife across Australia. We offer our support and 

our sympathy to all who have been impacted, both directly and indirectly.  

We are all aware that this may simply be the first big fire of the 2019-2020 fire season. 

More may follow as the usual fire season is February-March (and BOM projections are 

that it may well continue into April). 

Small businesses are resilient – but they need help that reaches them, that is there for 

the long term (yes, we may be talking years here) and that recognises the place that 

they hold within local communities. This means an approach that is not “one size fits 

all”, that is not lead by “experts” who “blow in and then blow out again” and one where 

the we are not placated by “simple” answers. 

SEAANZ is an organisation that covers small business owners, those who provide 

services to small business as well as researchers and educators. It is a mix of different 

views that means we often add a distinct way of looking at what is happening and what 

can/ needs to be done through our ability to bring practitioner, policy maker and 

researcher together.  

Here, our review of the research in the area of disasters and disaster management in 

SMEs (yes, there is a lot of it across many disciplines and from around the world), is 

both fascinating and slightly terrifying …for a number of reasons.  

• Firstly, the research is generally limited to specific disaster event/s  

• Secondly, it is often dominated by a very specific school of thought – such 

as engineering, supply chains and occasionally, sociology and psychology 

• Thirdly we note that very little of what could and should be very useful 

information seems to actually translate to informing policy and practice. 

 

Addressing the first point, what is terrifying is that what we have just seen and is still 

ongoing in many parts of Australia, is simply much more complex. For instance, we 

know from reports from our members, as well as from the direct involvement by 

members of our SEAANZ Board, that there are SME owners have experienced 

drought then bushfire and then floods – all within a 12 month period.  

Yes, the small business owner is resilient and there will be rebuilding but how does 

anyone cope with this ongoing nature of ‘disaster’?  

Moving to the second point and the fact that disaster management for SMEs is often 

seen purely from specific viewpoints. This is often grounded in the economic view and 

returning to financial viability.  Providing money (whether it be grants or loans) for 

drought, bushfire and flood relief certainly may keep cash flowing but this also 



produces a complexity to the notion of resilience that we simply have not even 

considered before.  

The temptation for ‘outsiders’ to come in and fix things quickly – and then depart, is 

well documented in the research. So is the lack of the critical evaluation of success for 

those affected. 

What does come through most strongly is the need for a coordinated cross 

disciplinary, interagency intervention that is embedded within each community and 

where SME owners are explicitly supported. There is no debate as to the need for the 

community to lead and ‘own’ the recovery process. It is also widely acknowledged as 

a long term process that needs to be supported by a mentoring approach where 

working alongside and with key groups such as local councils and Chambers of 

Commerce. 

Lastly, we wish to echo the concerns noted by Guy Rundle – concerns that are borne 

out by prior experience noted in the research we have reviewed, both here and from 

around the world, when he notes that: 

“The devastated communities will be ignored, having had their brief, smoking 

moment in the sun. Half the promised donations won’t turn up. The government 

money assigned to rebuild tourism and other industries won’t start for months, 

half of it won’t arrive, half of what does will be legally rorted by consultants, etc”. 

 

 

SEAANZ is committed to making sure this does not happen! 

1. Based on our review, we endorse and recommend ‘Are U Ready’ by Anthony 

Turner and Sandra Slater (the result of their work with a range of government 

agencies, specialist service providers and individuals in the Victorian Black 

Saturday bushfires of 2009 and the Victorian Floods of 2011). This is a practical 

resource for SMEs and a compelling read for a wider audience available at  

https://www.sbms.org.au/are-u-ready.html 

 

2. We will continue to actively monitor and will now also undertake to report on the 

progress of SME recovery across all effected States 

3. Our website will provide full detail of the large number of research materials we 

have used to come to these views – written in accessible, plain English. We will 

continue to do this with all future works. 
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