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Disclaimer 
 
While all care and diligence has been exercised in the preparation of this report, Jetty Research Pty. Ltd. 
does not warrant the accuracy of the information contained within and accepts no liability for any loss or 
damage that may be suffered as a result of reliance on this information, whether or not there has been 
any error, omission or negligence on the part of Jetty Research Pty. Ltd. or its employees. 
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Executive summary 
 
Jetty Research has been commissioned by the office of Pat Conaghan, MP, to understand the impact of 
drought, bushfires and COVID-19 on businesses in the Cowper electorate. It was also designed to help 
identify measures that might assist local businesses via greater diversification, added value and resilience. 
 
The research comprised a random survey of 402 businesses (excluding sole traders) across the Cowper 
electorate, spread equally between the following three regions: 

1. Port Macquarie-Hastings 

2. Kempsey, Nambucca and Macksville 

3. Coffs Harbour and Bellingen 

Interviewing was conducted from Jetty Research’s Coffs Harbour-based CATI (telephone) centre from June 
3rd to 11th, using a team of six researchers. In all, 402 businesses were interviewed, with an average survey 
length of 12.5 minutes. (For further detail on background and methodology, see pages 7-8).  
 
Random sampling error for a survey of 402 businesses within the Cowper electorate is +/- 4.8%.  
 
Among the survey’s major conclusions: 
 

1. Half of all businesses surveyed were impacted by the drought, half of these directly. Of impacted 
businesses, only one in ten accessed government support. 

2. Seventy per cent were affected by the summer bushfires, the majority of which were impacted 
directly. Of impacted businesses, slightly less than one in four accessed government support. 

3. Slightly over 80% of businesses had been affected by COVID-19, the vast majority of these directly. 
Two-thirds of all businesses surveyed were accessing COVID-19 support. 

4. Major impacts of COVID-19 included reduced employee hours (mentioned unprompted by 35% of all 
respondents), reduced staffing levels (20%), and falling income (11%). Social distancing, staff working 
from home and worry/mental health concerns were also frequently mentioned.1 Thirty per cent of 
companies (most commonly transport/warehousing and building/construction businesses) claimed 
to have seen no changes in their business. 

5. Two-thirds of businesses had ensured COVID-related supply chain issues. While the majority of these 
involved difficulties in obtaining stock, transport/freight issues also featured prominently. 

6. Two in five businesses (43%) had adapted their operating models and/or tried to find new sources of 
revenues. This included 73% of hospitality businesses. Seeking more localised suppliers was a 
commonly cited example, while there was also a general trend to greater use of online and social 
marketing. 

  

                                                            
1 As this was an unprompted question, it will have under-estimated most or all of the “true” degree of these effects. 
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7. Two in five respondents (39%) had also considered future changes to combat tough trading 
conditions. This included food producers diversifying their product ranges, selling through 
community markets and seeking more local supply chains, construction companies improving their 
systems and processes, education providers adding online offerings, and retailers seeking more 
Australian-made product lines and ramping up their online sales capabilities. 

8. While half the businesses surveyed said the government could make it easier for them to pursue 
additional business opportunities, they generally struggled to articulate innovative ideas for how this 
could be achieved (probably a case of “not knowing what they don’t know”.) However there was 
certainly an appetite for decentralization, both of government departments and (via government 
incentives) by the back offices of larger corporates. 

9. Likewise, the one-third of companies seeking a reduction in red tape “to help their business achieve 
its potential” generally struggled to explain exactly what they would like to see change. Of those that 
could, ideas included: standardization of state and federal regulations, accreditations and awards; 
and bigger incentives to employ apprentices. 

10. Businesses were also asked what “new” industries might thrive on the mid-north coast. While many 
employers couldn’t see past their own business or industry, a number of common themes did 
emerge. In no particular order of mention, these included: new manufacturing (given cheap land, 
ample labour and excellent access to NSW and southern Queensland markets); logistics, transport 
and aviation (for much the same reasons); back offices for major metro-based corporates; a greater 
focus on eco-tourism facilities/attractions; greater added value in food production; more sports 
tourism (including new cycling-friendly routes and/or events); and finally, anything that makes us less 
dependent on China. 

11. Finally, but importantly, there was a consistent theme throughout the research of a growing 
importance in embracing the power of locals: more local customers (in some cases spending more 
money than usual), more local suppliers, and a generally greater awareness of (and appreciation for) 
“locals supporting locals”. While this may or may not stick in the post-COVID era, the trend towards 
“hyper-localism” should be encouraged wherever it makes financial sense and/or helps businesses 
become more resilient. 

 
 
 

 
James Parker, QPR, B. Ec, Grad Cert Applied Science (Statistics), MTRS 

July 6th 2020 
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Introduction 
 

Background 

 
Over the past two years, the mid-north coast of NSW has been adversely affected by a series of events: from 
long-term drought, to the severe bushfires of summer 2019/20, and then, from March 2020 onwards, the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
Federal MP for the NSW seat of Cowper (covering an area from Port Macquarie in the south to Coffs Harbour 
in the north), Pat Conaghan, was keen to understand the impact these events had had on local businesses, 
and to seek out ideas on how NSW mid-north coast businesses could become more resilient and diversified 
in future.  
 
In May 2020 he commissioned Jetty Research to conduct a random telephone survey of 402 businesses 
within the Cowper electorate. Specific research objectives included: 
 

1. Creating a case for funding of Mid-North Coast projects and infrastructure to promote the 
growth and prosperity of diversified businesses in the area and to assist businesses seeking 
to change their business model/practices and/or become more resilient in face of recent 
crises (drought, bushfires, COVID-19) 

2. Identifying opportunities for greater value added, diversification, resilience and agility among 
local businesses 

a. In particular, uncovering opportunities for diversification away from 
tourism/hospitality/retail 

3. Identifying threats and opportunities in local supply chains arising from recent crises 

4. Gathering a snapshot of local trading conditions 

a. Seeing what additional assistance may be sought 

b. Exploring specific issues with red tape 

5. Uncovering any good news stories (particularly re pivot/diversification/value add) for 
possible further research/media  
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Methodology 

 
The survey was conducted as a random telephone survey of 402 businesses within the Cowper electorate, 
with the aim of achieving roughly equal quotas between the Port-Macquarie-Hastings, Kempsey/Macksville/ 
Nambucca and Bellingen/Coffs Harbour regions.  
 
A database of 5,241 businesses within the survey catchment area was purchased from Sample Pages, a 
leading supplier of residential and business numbers to the market and social research industries. A script 
was developed collaboratively between Jetty Research and Pat Conaghan’s office to achieve the survey 
objectives.  
 
Non-employing businesses (i.e. sole traders) and those outside the borders of the Cowper electorate were 
excluded from participating in the survey. 
 
Fieldwork was carried out between June 3rd and 11th (inclusive), with a team of six Coffs Harbour-based 
researchers calling businesses 9am-3pm weekdays. Firms were called up to five times, and offered the 
opportunity to participate at a more convenient time. 
 
In all, 402 companies took part. Average interview length was 12.5 minutes. Participation rate (i.e. 
proportion of eligible companies successfully reached who agreed to take part) was 35%, which is good for 
an uncompensated B2B survey of this length. 
 

Sample 

 
The survey sample comprised 402 businesses spread throughout the Cowper electorate. Respondents 
exhibited the following characteristics: 
 

Graph i: Survey sample by LGA 

 
 
 
As requested, the survey sample was split equally between the Port Macquarie-Hastings, 
Kempsey/Nambucca and Bellingen/Coffs Harbour LGAs. 
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Graph ii: Survey sample by size 

 
 
 
Half the firms surveyed had less than five (permanent plus casual) employees. At the other end of the scale, 
12% had more than 20 employees. 
 

Graph iii: Survey sample by industry 

 
 
 
While there was an excellent spread of businesses represented in the survey, around three in ten businesses 
worked in the retail sector. 
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Sampling error 

 
A survey of 402 businesses within the Cowper electorate has a random sampling error of +/- 4.8% at the 95% 
confidence level. (That means, in effect, that if we conducted the same survey 20 times, results should 
represent the views of all Cowper businesses to within +/- 4.8% in 19 of these surveys.) 
 
As the following graph shows, random sampling error falls as sample size rises. Hence for smaller sample 
sizes, random sampling error will be larger. For a sample size of n=133, random sampling error is +/- 8.5%, 
again at the 95% confidence level. 
 

Graph i: How sampling error varies with sample and population size 

 

 
 
 

In addition to the random sampling error, above, there may also be some forms of non-random sampling 
error which may have affected results. These include respondents outside our sampling frame, the 
proportion of non-respondents (refusals, no answers etc.) and/or imperfections in the survey database. 
However steps have been taken at each step of the research process to minimise non-random error 
wherever possible. 
 
 
  

How random sampling error varies with population size
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Part 1: Impacts of Drought, bushfires and COVID-19 
 
The survey commenced with a series of questions designed to understand the effects of drought,  
bushfires and then COVID-19 on local businesses. As might be expected, the impact has been severe: 
 

Graph 1.1: Has the drought/bushfires/COVID-19 adversely affected your business? (n=402 each) 

 
 
 
Looking at these one at a time: 
 
 
Drought: 49% of businesses were affected either directly or indirectly. This included 55% of 

respondents in the Kempsey/Nambucca LGA’s, and 57% of hospitality and retail businesses. 
(Results were similar between larger and smaller firms.) 

 
Bushfires: Some 70% of businesses said they were affected. Results were consistent by region and size 

of company. Worst affected industries included automotive (86% affected directly or 
indirectly), hospitality (83%) and education and training (80%). 

 
COVID-19 81% of businesses affected, the vast majority directly. Port-Macquarie Hastings respondents 

were the worst hit, with 78% saying they had been impacted directly. Industries most 
affected included health and aged care (95% direct + indirect) and hospitality (97%). The 
building and construction sector was less affected, with “only” 44% of them saying they had 
been directly impacted, and a further 21% claiming indirect effects. 
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Those businesses affected were then asked if they had sourced any government support in response to the 
drought, bushfires or COVID-19: 
 

Graph 1.2: Have you/are you accessing government support in response to the drought/bushfires/COVID-
19? (n=402 each) 

 
 
 
Very few businesses had sought drought support, and only 15% were accessing bushfire-related support. 
However two-thirds of all companies were accessing COVID-19 related government support. This was 
consistent by region and company size. Industries most likely to access support included hospitality (83%), 
automotive (77%) and health/aged care (76%). 
 
All respondents were then asked, in an unprompted question, what impact COVID-19 had had on their 
business. The responses are shown in Graph 1.3 (next page): 
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Graph 1.3: What have been the effects of COVID-19 on your business? (n=402, multiple responses allowed) 

 
 
 
Reduced employee hours was the most common effect noted (by slightly over one-third of all companies, 
and 53% of hospitality businesses), followed by staffing cuts (20% overall, but 57% of hospitality businesses), 
and reduced income (11%). Other themes commonly noted included the need for social distancing, 
employees working from home, employees on JobKeeper2, and worry or mental health issues. 
 
Thirty per cent of businesses said there had been no COVID-related changes. Most common industries citing 
no change were transport and warehousing (60%) and building/construction (50%).  
 
Port Macquarie-Hastings businesses were the most likely to have experienced reduced employee hours 
(43%, against 31-32% for the other two regions.) Impacts were relatively consistent by company size. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Continued next page…) 
  

                                                            
2 Remembering that this was an unprompted question. The actual proportion of employees on JobKeeper would 
undoubtedly have been considerably higher than this. 
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Graph 1.4: Have your suppliers or service providers had any issues maintaining supply over the past six 
months? (n=402) 

 
 
 
Meanwhile three in five businesses had experienced issues with suppliers or supply chains during the early 
phases of COVID-19. This was particularly pronounced among automotive companies (77% affected) and 
health and aged care providers (79%),  
 

Graph 1.5: What have these issues been? (n=246) 

 
 
 
Major issues were difficulty in obtaining stock (including ingredients), split almost equally between domestic 
and overseas-sourced stock3. Transport has also been a major issue, flagged (unprompted) by 28% of 
affected companies. And many others noted the prolonged difficulty of obtaining cleaning supplies, hand 
sanitiser, toilet paper and personal protective equipment.  

                                                            
3 These figures are likely to overstate Australian-sourced stock and understate overseas-sourced, given that some 
respondents dealing with local wholesalers may have been unaware of the ultimate source of products. 
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Part 2: Changes in Operating Models and Revenue Streams 
 
Businesses were next asked whether they had changed their operating model or tried to find new revenue 
sources due to drought, bushfires or COVID-19. 
 

Graph 2.1: Have you changed your operating model or tried to find new sources of revenue? (n=402) 

 
 
 
Just over two in five businesses had made changes. Larger firms were more likely to have innovated (at 47%), 
while some 73% of hospitality businesses claimed to be seeking new revenue sources. 
 
Examples included: 
 

 Retailers looking for more local suppliers, adding new product lines, starting home delivery, expanding 
online sales and branching into wholesale; 

 Building/Construction companies reducing outsourcing and expanding online marketing; 

 Migrating consulting services from face-to-face to online, and/or creating additional online resources; 

 Hospitality businesses offering takeaway and/or home delivery, changing product mixes, cross-training 
staff, increasing online sales, and extending opening hours; 

 Health providers making greater use of tele-health; 

 Manufacturers expanding their product range and focussing more on their marketing (especially online); 

 
One major trend coming out of COVID appears to be a greater focus on online and social marketing, with 
many respondents having either begun or expanded their online presence. 
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Graph 2.2: Have you considered any other ways of changing your business model in future to combat 
trough trading conditions? (n=402) 

 
 
 
Almost 40% of companies were also considering future changes to their business models. (This figure was 
broadly consistent by region, company size and industry.) 
 
Among the ideas floated: 
 

 Accommodation providers expanding their online marketing, or adding additional services (e.g. 
commercial linen, takeaway food and coffee) 

 Agricultural producers diversifying into new produce areas, selling through community markets and 
seeking more local supply chains; 

 Construction companies using downtime to improve their internal systems and processes, and  
restructuring their finances to improve cashflow; 

 Education providers offering online excursions, and finding new ways to support more remote students; 

 Hospitality providers finding new product lines or niches e.g. bottle shop sales, smoking and slow-
cooking meats, focussing more on special events, doing home delivery and offering home freezer meals; 

 Retailers extending trading hours to spread the customer density, focussing more on Australian-made 
products, changing product lines, ramping up their e-commerce (or moving entirely online) 

 
 
Again, there was a general trend of businesses seeking to expand their online presence, especially using 
social media, given its ability to cost-effectively target local buyers. 
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Part 3: Future Government assistance 
 
We were also keen to see if there was anything government could do to either (a) make it easier for 
companies to either grow revenues, or (b) reduce so-called “red tape”. 
 

Graph 3.1: Is there anything you would like to see the government do to make it easier for businesses like 
yours to pursue additional business opportunities or revenue growth? (n=402) 

 
 
 
Half of those businesses surveyed felt there was more government could do to encourage business growth. 
This was consistent by region, size and industry. However those answering in the affirmative then mostly 
struggled to articulate any new ideas for how this could be achieved (probably a case of “not knowing what 
they don’t know”.) 
 
Among the ideas that were floated: 
 

 Initiatives to encourage regional tourism, and advocating for a rapid opening of the Queensland border; 

 Keeping electricity costs down; 

 Subsidies for apprentices to keep wages reasonable; 

 Reductions in business tax rates; 

 Subsidies for software or other technology designed to help businesses expand into new markets; 

 Acknowledging and dealing pro-actively with climate change (bushfire-related); 

 Preference to regional firms in procurement; 

 Better NBN service/coverage in some regional areas (esp. around Port Macquarie and Kempsey); 

 Extending the building project rebate to smaller jobs (i.e. more suited to regional builders); 

 Incentives to encourage specific types of workers (e.g. certain trades, aged care workers) to relocate to 
regional areas; 

 Likewise, incentives to encourage larger metro-based firms to move their back office/processing areas to 
regional areas;  
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 Make small business loans (up to $250K) available for capital inputs as well as business maintenance; 

 Making JobSeeker less attractive (from firms saying it has made it harder to attract staff to lower paid 
roles) 

 Grants for regional advertising and signage. 

 

Graph 3.2: Are there any types of government or other red tape that are stopping your business from 
achieving its potential? (n=402) 

 
 
 
Meanwhile, around one-third of firms surveyed felt red tape was preventing their business from achieving its 
potential (higher among automotive, at 64%, construction at 44%, and health/aged care at 42%). 
 
Of these firms, constructive suggestions included: 
 

 Moving COVID-related BAS to the MyGov site to avoid undue complexity; 

 Simplifying licensing (automotive supplier); 

 Simplifying IR clauses to remove impediments to employing new staff (building industry); 

 Creating uniform regulations and standards between Federal and all states (education); 

 Extending JobKeeper for worst affected industries (food service/tourism); 

 Simplifying/unifying accreditation standards (health and aged care); 

 Stop Veterans Affairs patients being required to get a new referral every 12 months (health and aged 
care); 

 Bigger incentives to employ apprentices (construction and manufacturing); 

 Streamline construction approval processes, and find some form of one-stop shop to avoid having to deal 
with multiple departments and levels of government. 
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Part 4: Ideas for New Industries 
 
The survey concluded with participants asked if there were any “new” industries that might thrive on the 
Mid-North Coast, to help the region diversify away from tourism, retail and government services.  
 
Just over half of those businesses surveyed offered responses. And of these, many struggled to articulate 
something new or realistic. 
 
Among the constructive suggestions offered: 
 

 The region was seen as a natural manufacturing hub, given cheap land, ample labour and rapid access to 
the key markets of greater Sydney and south-east Queensland; 

 Likewise logistics, transport and aviation were seen as a natural fit for the region; 

 Back offices (as previously discussed) and any businesses that can be run remotely; 

 A series of theme parks up and down the Mid-North Coast to keep tourists in the region longer; 

 Government showing the way by establishing more regionally-based departments; 

 A focus on eco-tourism, especially based around the region’s waterways; 

 Meat processing facilities and other added-value in the food/agribusiness sector (including medicinal 
marijuana); 

 Sports tourism (including new cycling-friendly routes); 

 Development of the Coffs Harbour Jetty foreshores; 

 More garden nurseries; 

 Anything that makes us less dependent on China (common theme). 

 

 

 

(Specific comments will be supplied separately.) 

  



Data Table 
 

 

Total PM-H
Kempsey             

/Nambucca

Bellingen/             

Coffs 

Smaller                                                      

(1-5 emps)

Larger                                  

(6+ emps)

Auto- 

motive

Build & 

Construct

Education & 

Training

Food &                

Hospitality

Health /                     

Aged Care
Retail

Transport & 

w'housing
Other

Yes - directly 23%         26%         24%         19%         24%         22%         32%         24%         0%         37%         16%         30%         25%         17%        

Yes - indirectly 26%         21%         31%         25%         23%         28%         23%         12%         35%         20%         32%         27%         15%         29%        

No 51%         53%         44%         56%         53%         50%         45%         65%         65%         43%         53%         43%         60%         54%        

Not answered 51%         53%         44%         56%         53%         50%         45%         65%         65%         43%         53%         43%         60%         54%        

Yes 4%         6%         3%         4%         3%         6%         0%         9%         15%         0%         5%         5%         10%         2%        

No 43%         39%         52%         38%         43%         43%         55%         26%         20%         57%         39%         50%         30%         42%        

Unsure 1%         1%         1%         1%         2%         1%         0%         0%         0%         0%         3%         2%         0%         2%        

Yes - directly 40%         42%         40%         37%         37%         42%         50%         18%         50%         53%         47%         45%         20%         35%        

Yes - indirectly 30%         30%         33%         26%         29%         30%         36%         32%         30%         30%         24%         30%         30%         28%        

No 31%         28%         27%         37%         33%         28%         14%         50%         20%         17%         29%         24%         50%         37%        

Not answered 31%         28%         27%         37%         33%         28%         14%         50%         20%         17%         29%         24%         50%         37%        

Yes 15%         24% ↑ 14%         8%         16%         14%         18%         21%         10%         17%         3%         17%         15%         15%        

No 52%         44%         60%         54%         49%         56%         64%         29%         70%         67%         68%         55%         35%         47%        

Unsure 2%         4%         0%         1%         2%         2%         5%         0%         0%         0%         0%         4%         0%         1%        

Yes - directly 71%         78%         69%         68%         76%         67%         68%         44% ↓ 70%         80%         92%         66%         65%         77%        

Yes - indirectly 9%         8%         10%         10%         7%         12%         9%         21%         10%         17%         3%         8%         5%         9%        

No 19%         14%         21%         22%         17%         22%         23%         35%         20%         3%         5%         26%         30%         14%        

Yes 67%         68%         64%         68%         69%         65%         77%         68%         65%         83%         76%         60%         45%         69%        

No 30%         29%         34%         27%         29%         31%         23%         32%         25%         17%         24%         35%         50%         29%        

Unsure 3%         3%         2%         4%         2%         4%         0%         0%         10%         0%         0%         5%         5%         3%        

Reduced employee numbers 20%         19%         21%         21%         20%         21%         14%         9%         10%         57% ↑ 18%         25%         15%         14%        

Plan to reduce or further reduce 2%         2%         2%         1%         1%         2%         9%         0%         5%         0%         8%         0%         0%         1%        

Reduced employee hours 35%         43%         31%         32%         35%         36%         36%         24%         40%         53%         42%         38%         20%         31%        

No change 30%         26%         37%         26%         30%         29%         27%         50%         15%         13%         21%         29%         60%         29%        

Employees re-training 2%         1%         2%         2%         1%         2%         0%         0%         0%         7%         5%         0%         0%         3%        

Employees filled new roles 1%         1%         1%         1%         1%         1%         0%         3%         0%         7%         3%         0%         0%         0%        

Employees working from home 9%         10%         8%         10%         8%         11%         5%         18%         10%         3%         3%         3%         0%         19% ↑

Other 4%         4%         4%         4%         3%         4%         5%         0%         5%         0%         5%         3%         5%         5%        

Job Keeper 8%         6%         4%         13%         8%         7%         14%         0%         15%         10%         8%         8%         0%         8%        

Worry/Mental health issues 7%         7%         8%         7%         4%         10%         9%         0%         25%         0%         11%         6%         5%         8%        

Reduced income 11%         14%         11%         8%         12%         10%         14%         12%         20%         17%         11%         7%         0%         14%        

Social distancing restrictions 9%         10%         7%         11%         7%         12%         5%         12%         5%         3%         13%         12%         10%         7%        

Yes 61%         64%         54%         65%         57%         65%         77%         53%         70%         70%         79%         67%         30% ↓ 50% ↓

No 39%         36%         46%         35%         43%         35%         23%         47%         30%         30%         21%         33%         70% ↑ 50% ↑

Yes 43%         41%         40%         47%         39%         47%         64%         35%         30%         73% ↑ 42%         35%         50%         43%        

No 57%         59%         60%         53%         61%         53%         36%         65%         70%         27% ↓ 58%         65%         50%         57%        

Yes 39%         40%         40%         38%         39%         40%         45%         35%         45%         50%         39%         34%         30%         43%        

No 61%         60%         60%         62%         61%         60%         55%         65%         55%         50%         61%         66%         70%         57%        

Yes 51%         51%         54%         47%         50%         51%         73%         56%         60%         53%         39%         43%         55%         54%        

No 49%         49%         46%         53%         50%         49%         27%         44%         40%         47%         61%         57%         45%         46%        

Yes 34%         36%         34%         32%         31%         37%         64% ↑ 44%         40%         40%         42%         25%         35%         29%        

No 66%         64%         66%         68%         69%         63%         36% ↓ 56%         60%         60%         58%         75%         65%         71%        

Region Business size Industry
Options

Q2 Did you seek government support in 

response to the drought?

Question

Q1 To kick things off , has the drought 

adversely impacted your business? 

Q3 Did the 2019 bushfires adversely impact 

your business? 

Q17 Any gov't or other red tape stopping 

your business from achieving its potential?

Q15 Anything government could do to make 

it easier for businesses to pursue additional 

business opportunities?

Q13 Considered any other ways of changing 

your business model in future to combat 

tough trading conditions?  

Q10 Changed your operating model or tried 

to find new sources of revenue?

Q7 What have been the impacts of Covid19 

on employees in your business

Q6 Are you accessing government financial 

support during the COVID-19 measures?

Q5 Have the restrictions from Covid19 

adversely affected your business? 

Q4 Did you seek government support in 

response to business interruption from the 

bushfires?

Q8 Suppliers...had any issues maintaining 

supply?


