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Foreword
In my role as Head of Local Government at Commonwealth Bank, I've had a unique 
window into how Australia's local government and communities have adapted to the 
ongoing COVID crisis.
 
The pandemic has had many impacts, but it has been reassuring to observe how local 
governments and their communities have positively adapted to what may be a 'new 
normal'.
 
I have found the content of this report extremely informative and I encourage all local 
government leaders to review the content & consider adapting their policy initiatives 
accordingly. Of course, the innovations detailed in this report are only a snapshot of 
what those on the ground have experienced - there is more to be said, and much more 
to be experienced, as the pandemic continues, particularly as lockdowns lift in New 
South Wales and Victoria.

 
I have also been proud of Commonwealth Bank’s proactive response during the crisis, 
including the recently expanded support for Western Sydney, to help the region 
recover and rebuild after being one of the hardest hit in the country with COVID-19 
lockdowns. This assistance has included $120,000 of investment to help small 
businesses in 12 Western Sydney Local Government Areas and is just one example 
amongst a range of initiatives where CBA has recognised the ongoing impacts of the 
COVID pandemic.
 
Thank you to the Payble team for compiling this report - we share your commitment 
and desire to assist local governments navigate what is a difficult period in our nation’s 
history.

Dominic Natoli
Head of Local Government
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Methodology

Our research team reached out to over 200 local 
governments around the country, contacting C-level 
leaders, department managers and media teams. We 
sent over a brief survey which is the source for the 
majority of the information in this report. 

Where possible, we had deeper 30 minute phone 
interviews to generate further insights. No one was 
compensated in exchange for their participation in the 
report.
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The impact of COVID 

The impact and disruption caused by COVID on councils 
and our local communities has been enormous. 

COVID has forever changed the way we live, work, travel, and interact with each 
other. There’s not a part of life as we know it that hasn’t changed in some way and, 
the pace of this change has been unprecedented. 

In a climate of uncertainty, local government authorities have looked for innovative 
solutions to adapt to the new normal to maintain an outstanding service for their 
residents.

The first recorded case of COVID in Australia occurred on January 19th, 2020 when a 
man from Wuhan flew to Melbourne from Guandong. 

At the time Chief Medical Officer, Professor Brendan Murphy convened a national 
teleconference of the Australian Health Protection Principal Committee (AHPPC) to 
inform State and Territory Authorities to co-ordinate further national action. 

Fast forward to the time of writing this report and, there have been more than 
100,000 recorded cases of COVID, representing just 0.004% of the total Australian 
population. 

In contrast, the United States has recorded 42,500,000 cases, signifying at least 13% 
of the population has contracted the virus. 

Why have Australia’s total numbers been so different from the rest of the developed 
world?

Success can be attributed to several factors and the impact of local government 
policy to provide economic relief, improve societal awareness & reduce local 
infection rates cannot be understated. 

With the fast national case growth in August and September 2021, Australia now 
enters a new chapter in the battle against COVID.

The question remains: “How can local governments adapt policy to mitigate 
the effects of the virus in 2021 & beyond?”

This report seeks to provide examples of local government leadership by gathering a 
variety of case studies from local governments around the country who have had 
relative success in battling the impacts of the pandemic to date.

Harnessing this data, it is the intention that policy decisions may no longer require 
validation through trial & error in this critical time; but can be appropriated from 
successful, real-world decisions already taken by local governments around the 
country. 
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Remote Workforce Management

Remote Workforce Management

Before the pandemic, councils around Australia operated much the same way as 
most medium-to-large companies. Employees commuted to work, with operations 
centralised in a large office facility.

The status quo was disrupted as a result of social distancing restrictions with local 
governments needing to support staff working remotely for the first time. 

From a technology perspective, this brought about some of the fastest technology 
change local government has seen in the last twenty years.

Virtual Meetings
In-person meetings were replaced with virtual conferences facilitated by online 
meeting software like Microsoft Teams, Slack & Zoom.

“We were able to meet the high expectations of our Councillors and 
constituents with a high-quality virtual Council meeting experience, 
despite having a very short period of time to prepare, and a group of 
Councillors with diverse technical skills”.

Sharon Bowman
Manager, Technology & Transformation

Employee Engagement
In addition, employee engagement software like Microsoft Viva, CultureAmp, Powell 
Software & IntelliHR (Broome City Council) became popular options used by local 
governments to ensure key performance indicators (KPIs) could be set & maintained 
whilst in-person management is not a possibility. Furthermore, in an environment 
where workplace & personal stress were at all-time highs, gathering employee NPS 
(net promoter score) data has been essential for local councils to ensure that 
employee happiness remains at stable levels.
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Remote Workforce Management

“We are committed to helping councils around Australia ensure 
employees are happy & engaged during this critical time”.

Rob Bromage 
CEO at IntelliHR

Learning Management Systems (LMS)
As the pandemic evolved rapidly, local governments needed to find a way to ensure 
staff training was being modified and updated with the same urgency. Councils 
around Australia have turned to solutions like Kineo (Shoalhaven City Council), 
LMS365 (Nillumbik Shire Council) & Squiz (Campbelltown City Council) to allow 
employees to benefit from skill development & training delivered in a digital 
environment.

Workplace Compliance Certification
Given the complexity of Occupational, Healthy & Safety (OHS) requirements brought 
about by the pandemic, councils also needed to find in-house & 3rd party providers 
to assist with digital certification for safe work practices. Safetrac is a popular 
Australian company providing a 3-step COVID-Safe return to a work training course 
for local government authorities.

Identity & Access Management 
As staff began accessing council systems from home instead of the office, local 
governments needed to find solutions to ensure that materials are being accessed 
safely & securely; only by authorised individuals. Okta is one such identity as a 
service provider (IDaaS), providing solutions for local government to provide single 
sign-on credentials for staff to access relevant applications from home & access 
gateway solutions for legacy, on-premise systems. This allows councils to offer the 
flexibility to work from home without necessarily having to move all IT infrastructure 
into the cloud.

“LMS365 is a perfect fit for local governments. It pulls together all the 
disparate strands of learning management to provide a simple way to 
ensure training and development gets to the right people at the right 
time and can be easily tracked.”.

David Clelland
Managing Director
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Remote Workforce Management

“(Even) at this stage (in the pandemic), the Council is reviewing its 
Information Technology roadmap”.

Pav Kuzmanovski
Chief Financial Officer
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Council Spotlight –
Fraser Coast Regional Council

Council Spotlight – Fraser Coast Regional Council

A population on high alert
We are a community with 35% of the population aged over 60, 70% of those on the 
pension. We also have a higher than average dependency on disability at around 
16%; which is double the state average. 

Getting on the front foot
As soon as the pandemic started escalating, we re-organised our call centre & 
customer service offices to assist in providing a COVID hotline. We also received 
feedback that it was difficult to understand government information, so we created 
our own COVID website & had full-time staff helping people navigate it. We also 
wanted to understand what was going on in the community so we hired temporary 
officers to conduct a door-to-door business survey with iPads, speaking to over 220 
businesses in our local government area.

A lifeline for small businesses
We provided economic stimulus measures in the vicinity of $1,000,000 to local 
businesses. We created a virtual Business Summit, hosted a lunch with business 
expert David Koch & created a business systems grant for up to $5,000.

We also committed $200,000 towards shopfront revitalisation (services like painting 
& glazing) as we saw a slow down in tourism numbers. This ended up being 
oversubscribed and we committed an extra $170,000 to the project.

Financial impacts 
We saw a massive increase in housing prices & squeezed rents as the South East 
Queensland lockdown saw residents from Brisbane flock to the area.

Scott Templeman
Executive Manager –
Tourism, Economic Development and Partnerships
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Billing & Payments

Billing & Payments

In July 2020, unemployment peaked at its highest rate in 20 years at over 7.5%. Fast 
forward to September 2021, the effects of new lockdown measures on economic 
growth are yet to be seen. 

When Australia had recovered from the first wave of the pandemic, 93% of jobs lost 
during the pandemic were regained by January 2021. This time around, we cannot be 
certain Australian’s will be as resilient. 

It is with this concern in mind that local government authorities around Australia 
are adapting policy rapidly to alleviate financial stress on ratepayers throughout the 
country.

Rate freezes & deferrals 
During the first half of the pandemic, councils around Australia were quick to act to 
prevent a localised economic recession. 

Brisbane City Council was one such case, deferring rates & freezing rates entirely for 
the first half of 2020-21. 

In more recent times, Sunshine Coast Council has an extensive response policy 
supporting residents with interest-free payment arrangements,  a one-off $35 COVID 
rebate & no rate increases for the majority of residents in 2020-21.

“By providing additional time for ratepayers to pay their rates before 
interest applies, we’re supporting residents when they need it the most”.

Cnr Ted Hungerford

Wollongong City Council has also formally set a 0% interest rate on overdue rates & 
charges from the beginning of 2021 until 30 November 2021.

https://www.sunshinecoast.qld.gov.au/Council/News-Centre/Council-extends-rate-payment-date-due-to-COVID-lockdown
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Billing & Payments

“We know this is a difficult & uncertain time for our community and 
we’re particularly aware of the need for support for residents who are 
most disadvantaged by COVID”.

Gordon Bradbery AM
Lord Mayor Councillor

Deferring sending residents to debt recovery
Debt collection companies are often the chosen partner of councils when 
outstanding balances need to be paid. The usage of these services in such a sensitive 
time can easily contribute to stress and anxiety levels in households already doing it 
tough. 

Melton City Council has been flagged as a national leader in best practice during this 
time, engaging call centre agents from collection companies to kindly pass on 
information about how to apply for hardship relief & extensions, rather than initiate 
any formal recovery efforts, where citizens were affected by COVID. 

“Most proud of the empathy my team has shown during this period. 
We’ve really been able to target assistance to where it’s really needed”.

Sam Rumoro 
Finance Manager

Prompting ratepayers to enter a flexible 
payment plan
Much like the growth of buy now, pay later services in the consumer market, local 
governments are looking to new technologies to provide more equitable payment 
solutions for residents affected by the economic conditions presented by COVID. 
Payble, backed by CBA, is one such innovator in the space. Payble allows local 
governments to develop customised payment relief efforts by enabling rates to be 
billed flexibly over customised installments & providing a digital feedback experience 
between councils & ratepayers to negotiate terms.

https://wollongong.nsw.gov.au/whats-on/news-and-alerts/news/news/august-2021/delivering-a-community-focussed,-city-wide-support-plan
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Council Spotlight –
Melton City Council

Council Spotlight – Melton City Council

A difficult time for all 
Melton City Council has had to endure over 200 days of COVID lockdowns making it 
one of the most affected regions in the entire country. Despite this, I have been 
surprised by the resilience of the economy & the people within our local government 
area. It has been difficult as we still have fellow citizens in the council to employ as 
well as recurring costs to maintain council services.

Financial measures to ease the pain
In terms of payment plans & deferments, we’ve tried to assist in a number of ways. 
We have over 70,000 rateable properties & brought in a $200 waiver on rates for the 
4th quarter of 2020 which we had a significant number of people apply for. My team 
has also personally arranged hundreds of specialised payment arrangements 
without penalty.

Extra training for staff
Due to economic conditions and the strain across the region, we increased training 
for staff to deal with issues like family violence & mental health to better serve the 
community.

Technical changes for the pandemic
We promptly updated our messaging on our website to outline how ratepayers could 
apply for hardship considerations. We also saw great success in messaging citizens 
directly via text message so improved our infrastructure to support these 
communication efforts.

Sam Rumoro 
Finance Manager
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Small Business Relief

Small Business Relief

The efforts made by local government to support small businesses during the 
pandemic have been diverse & innovative. When coupled with the federal & state 
government support, the actions of councils proved to be a much-needed lifeline, 
particularly in regional communities.

Cash Grants
As opposed to the majority of residential efforts which involved the suspension of 
rate obligations, many small businesses around Australia were the beneficiaries of 
much-needed cash injections to mitigate the effects of COVID. 

LaTrobe City Council was one such example where, independent from the state and 
federal grants, the council was able to offer three rounds of grants (up to $5,000) to 
businesses adversely affected by COVID. 

Waiving Rent on Council Properties
Small businesses occupying council property were also beneficiaries of COVID relief 
efforts.

Shellharbour City Council waived all, or part of Council tenant’s rental payments for a 
period of 31 days where hardship was demonstrated.

In addition, those small businesses using council facilities received credits due to 
cancellations received during the lockdown period.

Business Coaching & Skills Training
Given the impacts of the pandemic on sectors like tourism or hospitality - which 
caused hundreds of thousands of Australians to be made redundant - agile local 
governments around the nation responded by supporting affected businesses with 
coaching & reskilling opportunities. 

Banyule Council continues to offer Business Coaching & Development grants worth 
up to $2,500 to assist local businesses to find additional revenue online, increase 
their marketing efforts & seek professional advice.

https://www.latrobe.vic.gov.au/Home/Business/Support_for_Business/Small_Business_Grants/Latrobe_City_Small_Business_Grants
https://www.shellharbour.nsw.gov.au/council/news-and-publications/media-releases/shellharbour-city-council-announce-financial-support
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Council Spotlight –
Scenic Rim Regional Council

Council Spotlight – Scenic Rim Regional Council

Adapting rates policy

• Suspended the application of interest for all ratepayers with outstanding rates 
and charges for the period of 1 March to 30 June 2020.

• Suspended ongoing debt recovery action in relation to overdue rates.

Scenic Rim Regional Council has offered of a range of Stimulus Initiatives including 
(but not limited to) extension of due date and suspension of charging interest on 
overdue accounts.

Prioritising payment of invoices for local 
businesses

• Expedited payment of all certified invoices from local suppliers within seven 
days, to support local business cash flow (previous terms were 30 days).

Prioritising procurement within local 
businesses

• Ensured all requests for quotes, where appropriate, included at least two local 
businesses to increase the amount of local spend.

Providing rent relief

• Provided rent relief for tenants of Council-owned commercial properties that 
require support on a case-by-case basis.

Supporting local businesses

• Assisted businesses in accessing external independent mentors for tailored 
financial mentoring and business planning support & independent counselling 
services for business owners in need of support.
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The Council has assisted in the region being resilient, however does stop short of 
claiming full credit. The region has withstood floods, fires and now the pandemic in 
compounding fashions and has maintained a strong level of resiliency. 

Council Spotlight – Scenic Rim Regional Council

Oliver Pring
Finance Manager
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Knowledge Hubs & Citizen Communications

Knowledge Hubs &
Citizen Communications

Given the speed at which the severity of the pandemic developed & the latency 
of information from state & federal governments; local governments served as 
an important source of truth during the early stages of the pandemic. 

In order to communicate with citizens, several councils around Australia built 
specified knowledge hubs either directly via their website or through a 
Content Management System (CMS) 

One key example of this success was the Life Online portal developed by 
Ku-ring-gai Council. This had five central components:

1. Provision of council services via contactless methods - these include DA tracking, 
planning certificates, waste & repair requests.

2. Activities at home - online event designed to keep families and the elderly 
engaged during the difficult events of COVID.

3. Business support - online events which allow local businesses to showcase their 
services to a new audience without charge.

4. Community support - virtual mental health & wellness initiatives.

5. Online learning - e-library and other educational materials designed to provide 
growth opportunities for people at home.

“We were able to provide free online entertainment such as concerts, 
free yoga classes online, business support webinars as well as assistance 
with food deliveries & shopping”.

Sally Williams 
Media & Communications Co-ordinator
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Council Spotlight –
Tamworth Regional Council 

Council Spotlight – Tamworth City Council

How did your community adapt to the 
pandemic?
The Tamworth community is extremely resilient. Over the last few years we have 
experienced drought, fires and now COVID. 

In the Tamworth region, the COVID-19 restrictions impacted the community both 
economically and socially, and Council was not exempt from this. From March, while 
we aimed to maintain normal service levels where possible, the health and safety of 
our community and staff became the key priority for Council. As a result, a number 
of actions were taken, including:

● Customer Service offices were closed on Tuesday 31 March, re-opening with 
limited hours from Monday 18 May;

● Council-run events were cancelled or postponed, including the Tamworth 
Regional Heritage Festival and Taste Tamworth;

● Council-owned assets were closed to the public, including the Australian 
Equine and Livestock Events Centre (AELEC), Tamworth Regional Gallery, 
Tamworth Regional Airport, In additional, all entertainment venues, 
museums, libraries, playgrounds and sports fields across the region were 
also impacted;

● Council staff who could work from home were directed to do so. Staff 
affected by venue closures or other restrictions had their work reassessed, 
and were redeployed across the business into meaningful work, or into 
volunteering roles in the community.

In seeking to assist both business and residents in response to the pandemic, the 
following measures were implemented:

● A dedicated COVID-19 information page was formed and regularly updated 
on Council’s website.

● The delivery curfew was removed from food stores.
● Restaurants without take-away licensing were able to transition to take-away, 

with fees removed for footpath advertising and the use of additional public 
space.

● Enforcement actions were limited to matters of imminent risk to public or 
environmental safety.

● Organisations leasing Council properties were offered support in the form of 
the suspension of rental payments.

Alongside these measures, many parts of Council shifted the way they delivered 
services in order to maintain residents’ access to information and programs. These 
initiatives included:
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● Regular live-streamed updates of the Community Leaders Forum for media 
and the community led by the Mayor, police, local State and Federal 
Members of Parliament and other community leaders from the steps of the 
Tamworth War Memorial Town Hall.

● The launch of Central Northern Regional Libraries’ Click and Collect Library 
Service and virtual “Baby Book Time”;

● The launch of the Tamworth Region Trading Directory;
● Increased customer service offerings via phone, email, web, the MyTRC app, 

Grants Hub and the Online Development Hub;
● The Youth Week program was delivered through a number of online-only 

events;
● The Tamworth Regional Heritage Awards and Community Volunteer of the 

Year Awards were presented via live stream;
● Tamworth Regional Gallery opened its first virtual exhibition;
● The Easter school holiday program was delivered through a number of 

online-only events, supported by Click and Collect capabilities;
● Council media updates were delivered, where possible, via virtual media 

packs; and
● Council collaborated with neighbouring Councils to deliver tourism-focused 

webinars for small business.

Council Spotlight – Tamworth Regional Council

Did you implement any measures to assist 
with financial hardship?
A range of actions were taken by Council to assist our residents and local businesses 
with financial hardship including:

● Residents who were concerned about their ability to pay their rates were 
encouraged to contact Council so we could arrange a payment plan or defer 
payments pending what suited the residents best; 

● Invoice payments were fast-tracked to assist businesses in maintaining cash 
flow;

● Tamworth CBD car parking metres were disabled;
● A refund of fees was issued for the withdrawal of Development Applications;
● No new debt recovery action for overdue rates and charges was undertaken;
● Water and sewer headworks charges paid over a defined period were eligible 

for reimbursement;
● A review of Council’s Annual Donations Program selection criteria and 

Council’s Procurement Policy were undertaken to maximise benefits to the 
community; and

● Local contractors were given preference on scheduled works within 
procurement guidelines.
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Kyla Hill 
Communications Co-ordinator

Council Spotlight – Tamworth Regional Council

What were you most proud of about your 
response to COVID?
Our ability to pivot our operations and services to ensure we are constantly 
providing our community with everything they need. 

It has been an organisation-wide effort to provide the best services for our 
community during this time. Council did exceptionally well at keeping the community 
informed and providing the best representatives to speak to the community at the 
right time. 

Whether it was at the community updates at the Town Hall or the Trading Directory, 
we succeeded in making sure we were obtaining information that was specific to our 
region and sharing it with our community. 
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Conclusion

Based on the findings of this report, local government 
authorities around Australia can reduce the impact of 
COVID by adopting approaches that were proved to be 
effective during the first wave of the pandemic in 2020.

THESE INCLUDE & ARE NOT LIMITED TO: 

1. Alleviating financial pressure on ratepayers through deferred, frozen & flexible 
payment support.

2. Supporting federal and state stimulus measures with grassroots programs 
targeting local businesses.

3. Making information related to the pandemic accessible through the creation of 
knowledge hubs.

4. Dissemination of news & events through text message (SMS), web applications, 
social media & mobile applications.

5. Ensuring staff are prepared for an evolving landscape through the provision of 
technology, training & management measures to ensure employee & ratepayer 
satisfaction levels remain stable.

Going forward into the next phase of the pandemic, where a zero-tolerance 
approach will be swapped for a risk minimisation approach supported through 
widespread vaccination, the role of councils will continue to be pivotal in adapting 
policy to these ever-changing needs. 

In order to optimise policy execution & development, this report suggests exploring 
digital methods to promote dialogue between local governments & their citizens to 
allow initiatives to be prioritised & shaped dynamically in alignment with the 
changing speed of the pandemic landscape in.



Payble commissioned this research in order to understand the current innovations 
adopted by councils in Australia as a result of the COVID pandemic. We hoped to 
understand what has worked successfully so that other local governments could 
benefit and so that we could understand the challenges faced by local governments 
today. We are delighted to be able to highlight interesting strategies that have been 
adopted. 

Payble is an innovative payment management system that fixes failed and late 
payments before they happen. Payble removes billing-stress for ratepayers by 
supporting residents with proactive and supportive repair options and notifications 
before a bill fails. It’s a better way for councils to get paid on time and to make failed 
and late payments a thing of the past.
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