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meeting the challenges of covid-19 together  

Virtual Business Support Summit 
Bringing businesses together 
On Wednesday 16 April, City of Melbourne hosted the Virtual Business Support Summit in partnership with the Victorian Government, the Australian Government, Victoria’s Chief Health Officer, Victorian Chamber of Commerce and Industry and a variety of sector specific industry representatives. 
The objective of the summit was to connect business with industry experts to meet the challenge of COVID-19 together and understand the impacts.
Who participated?
The summit was attended by 615 participants. A recording of the summit is now on the City of Melbourne website. The summit included live feedback and perspectives from participants. Attendees included retail, hospitality, tourism, business and professional services, education, creative and arts. 
Key themes 
A broad range of themes and concerns were discussed during the summit including: 
· the current state of the COVID-19 health crisis and the economy
· industry specific feedback from a range of sectors
· support available from the Australian, Victorian and local governments
· mental health support  
· approaches to recovery.
COVID-19; how’s Victoria tracking?
COVID-19 has been acknowledged as the biggest health challenge in 100 years. The Victorian Government, supported by world-renowned institutions including the Doherty Institute, are responding to the health crisis. All indications are Victoria is tracking well and robust measures are in place which has saved thousands of lives through suppression. This situation needs to be closely monitored and will be reviewed by the Victorian Government on 11 May 2020.
The economy; what’s happened so far and are there any reasons for optimism yet? 
This economic crisis is rare as it has public health at its core. An unprecedented response, including both supply and demand initiatives, is required. From the early stages of the crisis there have been substantial economic stimulus commitments from all levels of government. 

We’ve seen increased unemployment and changes to consumer behaviour and consumption. Flow-on effects could include further reduction in interest rates, low global growth and impacts to supply chains. It’s not all negative however. We could see a rise in the Australian dollar and a fall in petrol prices. We’re keen to explore how we can help businesses remain pragmatic and optimistic in light of the economic downturn.
Industry challenges; what does it look like in your sector? 
Industry representatives outlined the impact on specific sectors and demonstrated the ongoing challenges they face. There was a collective understanding of the deep and multi-faceted impact on small businesses and a continued need to support businesses across the municipality. Each sector faces unique challenges which require a varied and nuanced response. Some of the sectors discussed include:
Startups

Some 2,700 Victorian businesses in the startup ecosystem are affected by issues such as cash flow and raising capital.  Also of concern is the loss of consumer base, navigating employment and insolvency laws, as well as company culture and mental health and wellbeing. Existing Australian and Victorian Government stimulus is not suitable for the majority of startups, given the revenue and employment eligibility restrictions. 
International Education 

International education is Victoria’s most valuable services export sector, contributing over $10 billion to Gross State Product annually. The impact on the education sector is predicted to be $3.5 billion nationally. Key issues include lost revenue due to travel restrictions, adjusting to online learning, a fragmented international student community facing visa complications, financial issues, wellbeing and mental health support (particularly for international students). Universities will be key players in recovery, directly contributing to construction, retail, hospitality and tourism. 
Tourism

Tourism has been affected state-wide through restrictions on travel. This comes after already being impacted by the devastating bushfires this summer. Ongoing travel restrictions from international markets and limitations of all non-essential travel within Australia and Victoria have ceased all tourism. This has broad impacts across the accommodation sector, tours, attractions, events and international education. Lack of disposable income due to unemployment could also create a longer-term impact on tourism. 
Retail

The summit highlighted the severe impact on small retailers, particularly those unprepared for a move to the highly competitive world of online shopping. The industry has been severely impacted by a lack of consumer confidence, low foot traffic and progressive closures of stores due to physical distancing measures. A weak performance over the Christmas period has now been compounded by the current COVID-19 crisis. 
Hospitality

As the lifeblood of Melbourne, the hospitality industry is resourceful and resilient. However fixed costs are crippling many businesses. They also face significant challenges accessing the Australian Government’s JobKeeper allowance due to employment arrangements and issues for student visa holders. 
Mental Health; not business as usual
Beyond Blue emphasised that it is important to “recognise this is not business as usual and at such unusual times, it is natural to feel unsettled and worried by the uncertainty”.  Beyond Blue reminded attendees they can provide advice and support for those who need it and emphasised that we should focus on a collective effort to look out for those around us and not to compound fear
What help is government providing?
During the summit we outlined the various packages available from all three levels of government.  

Australian Government support initiates 

· Support packages in total represent 16.4 per cent of GDP or $320bn in economic assistance including JobKeeper and Jobseeker programs.
· Small business payments and loans up to $100,000 for each eligible business.
· Regulatory changes through insolvency and bankruptcy laws.
Victorian Government support initiates
· Economic survival package worth $1.7bn, including $430m refund and deferrals of payroll tax.

· A $500m business support package including $10,000 one-off payments to subsidise wages and utilities. 
· Working closely with industry and associations on waiving liquor licence fees.

· Waiving commercial tenancy fees in government buildings.

· Supporting residential and commercial tenancies to protect them from eviction. 

City of Melbourne support initiatives
· COVID-19 Business Concierge Hotline; where businesses affected by COVID-19, can contact City of Melbourne for one on one support and advice.  

· Quick response Business Grants to develop online and e-services, capital grants works and professional development and training.
· Rent relief for eligible tenants in Council-owned or managed buildings. 

· Suspending fees for street trading permits for three months.
· Reduced registration fee for food businesses.
· Rates Financial Hardship Policy. 

· General Financial Hardship Policy.
What we heard
· Not all industries are affected in the same way.

· Businesses in all sectors face unique and different circumstances that require nuanced responses.
· There is a need to continue to advocate for the business community and the challenges faced. 

· Responses from all levels of government are required to support business.
Where to from here?
As well as the support initiatives outlined above, we’re committed to doing more. In the coming weeks we’ll be:
· Allocating $5 million in Quick Response Business Grants and $2 million in Quick Response Arts Grants. 
· Making 20,000 calls from our business concierge services to speak to local businesses directly
· Holding industry roundtables to gather further feedback from industry.
· Working on the next tranche of our economic support measures-to be announced soon.
What more can we do?

The Virtual Business Summit was a great way to reach the business community and we want to keep hearing from you about the challenges you face, so that we can keep supporting you during this time. We’re all in this together. 
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