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Foreword
The spirit of resilience and optimism among Australia’s export
business community shines through in this year’s International
Business Survey.
The results show that despite the deep and wide-ranging
challenges presented by COVID-19 and a global context of
increasing protectionism, Australian exporters maintained a fierce
determination to prosper.
As circumstances beyond their control saw some trading doors
close, many found new doors to open.
On the back of the Government’s comprehensive trade diversification
program, Australian exporters are now setting their sights on new
markets.
They are also seeking to expand trade opportunities in markets
where Australia has, or is working to establish, free trade agreements.
The Australian Government continues to directly support their
growth ambitions through the Agribusiness Expansion Initiative and
the long-running Export Market Development Grants scheme.
When the global pandemic disrupted supply chains and slowed the
international movement of goods, the Government responded with
emergency, targeted assistance through the International Freight
Assistance Mechanism.
The program has helped exporters maintain vital airfreight links
between Australia and 58 international destinations.
And as the world economy recovers and exporters look to new
horizons, the Government will continue to back their efforts with a
strong global trade liberalisation agenda.
I’d like to thank the respondents to this year’s survey for their time
and honesty in reflecting on the impacts of an extremely challenging
time.
I thank all Australian exporters for their ongoing work that continues
to support Australian jobs and play a vital role in the nation’s ongoing
economic prosperity.

The Hon. Dan Tehan MP
Minister for Trade, Tourism and Investment
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Key findings
87%

of overall participants noted
that business conditions in
2020-21 were more challenging
than usual

21%

of Australian exporters increased
their market diversification
between 2018-19 and 2020-21
23% reduced their market
diversification

55%

reported being financially
worse off in September 2021
compared to the previous year
Among small exporters,
60% were worse off

70%

of exporters were disrupted
by delays in sea freight
Increased cost of sea freight
impacted 67%

of diversified businesses
exporting to a wider range of
destination markets reported
being financially better off now
than 12 months ago

51%

of exporters reported
restrictions imposed by
foreign governments were
a major problem

14%

35%

11% for the United States

Only 27% for Indonesia and 13%
for India

of businesses asked for
additional funding support,
especially through grants

64%

of exporters currently trading
with the United Kingdom (on
average) experience regulatory
administrative barriers

32%

43%

Other assistance was sought
for international connections,
marketing, and access to
market intelligence

of exporters currently trading with
China (on average) experience
regulatory administrative barriers

of exporters expressed a positive
future outlook, expecting they
would be better off financially in
12 months’ time
15% felt they would be worse off

80%

TOP 10

88%

83%

of businesses reported that
entering new export markets
is a priority

markets Australian exporters
are seeking to enter are the
United Kingdom, the United
States, Japan, Canada, China,
Germany, Indonesia, France,
South Korea and India

of businesses reported the
inability of personnel to travel
caused disruptions to their
business during the previous
12 months

of exporters were impacted
by decreased air transport
capacity
100% for Indigenous-owned
firms

TOP 5

48%

challenging markets to enter
due to regulatory requirements:
Philippines, Papua New Guinea,
France, Malaysia and United
Arab Emirates

50%

of exporters listed reducing the
environmental impacts of their
business as a priority
67% for Indigenous-owned firms
55% for women-owned firms

60%

agreed the next 12 months
would be a good time to invest
and grow their business
18% considered it would be
a bad time

of exporters seeking to enter
new markets reported that
cost was the largest barrier
to diversification, followed by
foreign regulatory challenges
(46%) and logistics/transport
challenges (39%)

58%

of overall survey participants
accessed government assistance
for exporting
Top programs:
Austrade’s Export Market
Development Grant (40%)
Austrade Export Services (14%)

90%

of the 684 participants in
Australia’s International
Business Survey 2021 were
SME exporters
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Executive
summary
Respondents to Australia’s International Business Survey 2021 are building
resilience. They have navigated new trade landscapes and challenging
environments, including through diversification.
Australian exporters faced extremely tough conditions in 2020-21, as the
world dealt with COVID-19, and as geopolitics added a new layer of trade
complexity.
Across the world, economic activity slowed down significantly. Most
shops, offices, factories and ports operated with limited capacity, if not
entirely shut down.
Australia’s International Business Survey 2021 gauged how exporters
were impacted by and managed the difficult trading conditions. The
683 survey respondents, included businesses that exported goods and
services into 110 foreign markets1.
The overwhelming majority of businesses (87%) reported that export
conditions in 2020-21 had been more challenging than usual. The tougher
than usual conditions were experienced across all industries, with the
agriculture2, retail, tourism and transport industries especially affected.
During the same period, 23% of survey respondents reduced their export
destinations as a response to the challenging conditions. This number is
just slightly more than those that increased their range of markets (21%).
Smaller businesses and businesses that exported to fewer markets
reported the greatest difficulty in the past 12 months. Additionally,
Indigenous and women-owned firms were more likely to report financial
loss in the past 12 months than non-Indigenous and non-women-owned
firms.

1 Respondents were interviewed in August and September 2021
2 Agriculture includes forestry and fishing
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Businesses that maintained a wider range of export destinations were
able to manage risks better. A little under half (43%) of those diversified
businesses reported being financially better off now than 12 months ago.
Those businesses that did well were mostly large and operated in the
mining, media and telecommunications industries. For those firms that
exported to less than 3 countries, only 20% noted they were financially
better off compared to 12 months ago.
The limitations on the movement of people and goods during the period
were major disruptions for exporters. With the restrictions on international
air travel, business persons were unable to engage in actual (in-person)
dialogue with their counterparts, and build crucial relationships.
The reduction of flights also had a significant impact on air cargo, as 80%
of Australian airfreight is normally carried in passenger aircraft. Exporters
suddenly experienced decreased options to move their goods by air.
Consequently, 82% of businesses considered the lack of availability of air
transport as a disruptive factor.
Unfortunately, the difficulty in transporting goods extended to sea freight,
with demand substantially exceeding supply. Sea freight costs skyrocketed,
and exporters experienced long delays and difficulty in finding space on
vessels.
Moving forward, the majority (80%) of businesses stated that entering
new export markets was a priority over the next 3 years. Top export
market destinations of interest include the United Kingdom, the United
States, India and Indonesia.
Exporters benefited from Government assistance programs. The Export
Market Development Grant scheme administered by Austrade was the
most utilised program. The Australian Government’s International Freight
Assistance Mechanism (IFAM) facilitated access to 58 international
destinations, and the Agribusiness Expansion Initiative supported
agribusiness exporters.
In line with increasing awareness of the impacts of climate change, half of
Australian exporters intend to reduce the environmental impacts of their
supply chains. Larger businesses, women-owned and Indigenous-owned
firms were more likely to consider this as a priority.
Australian exporters’ outlooks for 2022 and beyond are generally positive,
especially as COVID-19 restrictions ease and overseas economies recover.
Among the survey respondents, 64% expect to be better off financially
in the next 12 months. However, increasing protectionism and ongoing
shipping constraints continue to pose challenges to exporters.
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About the
survey and
participants
In 2020-21, COVID-19, lockdown measures, supply chain disruptions, and
trade tensions led to a particularly challenging global setting. Now in its
seventh year, Australia’s International Business Survey 2021 determined
how these conditions affected Australian exporters and how they
responded.
The survey was conducted in August and September 2021. Exporters
were asked about the largest disruptions and challenges they faced in
2020-21, which countries they were doing business with, if they were
looking to diversify their export markets, and about their outlook for the
immediate future.
The 683 survey respondents included businesses selling goods and
services into 110 export markets. Of the responses received, 90% were
small and medium sized exporters3, with 40% employing 5 or less people,
35% employing 5-19 people, 18% employing 20-99 people and only 7%
employing more than 100.
Women-owned businesses represented just 18% of the survey participants,
and Indigenous-owned businesses represented just 4% of participants.
There was a good spread of representation across industries, with the top
5 being manufacturing (31%), wholesale4 (15%), mining (9%), agriculture5,
fishing and forestry (7%), and media telecommunications (6%).
The 2021 International Business Survey was conducted by University of
Canberra researchers on behalf of the Export Council of Australia and
Austrade (the Australian Trade and Investment Commission).

3 B
 usiness size follows the ABS definition in which small, medium and large businesses are defined as
follows: a. Small – Those businesses with all three of the following characteristics: <20 employees,
<$2 million export and <$2 million turnover; b. Large – Businesses with one or more of the following
characteristics: >200 workers or $20million turnover or $20 million exports; c. Medium – All other
businesses.
4 Wholesale refers to wholesale sales division under the ANZSIC Industry classification
5 Agriculture refers to agriculture, forestry and fishing division under the ANZSIC Industry classification
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Part I –
Business
Experience
Conditions were tough
There was a prevalent view among exporters (87%) that conditions
had been more challenging than usual in 2020-21. On an industry basis,
exporters in construction, tourism and agriculture found conditions
particularly challenging (see Figure 1).
Faced with extraordinarily difficult conditions, many Australian exporters
struggled, especially small businesses. This experience was confirmed
in exporters’ discussions with the Export Council of Australia – many
exporters conveyed the stresses they had endured to stay in business
and remain viable.
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Figure 1. Over the last 12 months, export conditions have been more
challenging...
Percentage (%) of businesses per industry
Construction

100%

Tourism

96%

Agriculture

95%

Retail

95%

Transport

93%

Other

91%

Education

90%

Wholesale

89%

Manufacturing

87%

Professional services

84%

Arts

81%

Media, telecommunications

73%

Other services

Mining

72%

70%
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Many exporters reported being financially worse off (55%) in 2021
compared to the previous year (see Figure 2).
Figure 2. Conditions for all exporters over the past 12 months
Over the last 12 months, your business has become FINANCIALLY...
Better off / Easier
25%

About the same

Worse off / Harder

20%

55%

Over the last 12 months, business conditions for your DOMESTIC activities
have been...
7%

22%

71%

Over the last 12 months, business conditions for your EXPORT activities
have been...
2% 11%

87%

The proportion of small exporters (88%) that found conditions
especially challenging was slightly higher than the proportion of
large businesses that held the same view (85%). Among small
business, 60% noted they were financially worse off. This was much
higher than the proportion of large exporters that indicated they
were financially worse off (34%).
Among small businesses and those that exported to just 1-3
countries, 72% noted that it was getting harder to access their
(existing) export markets. On an industry basis, a greater proportion
of exporters from the tourism (96%), arts (74%), education (71%)
and agriculture (71%) industries noted that they were financially
worse off compared to the previous year.
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Over the period 2018-19 to 2020-21, almost a quarter of Australian
businesses reduced the number of countries that they exported to (23%).
This retreat from some markets is an understandable response, especially
for small exporters, as maintaining multiple markets requires significant
resources.
Exporters selling into Asian markets (including mainland China, Hong
Kong SAR6, Japan, India, South Korea and Taiwan) were more likely than
others to report a worsening financial position in the last 12 months. These
markets were hard-hit by COVID-19, leading to significant economic
slowdown, or their governments had imposed greater restrictions on
trade, including against Australian exports.
Indigenous and women-owned firms were more likely to report financial
loss in the past 12 months than non-Indigenous and non-women-owned
firms.

On the contrary
For some exporters, the challenges proved to be a source of opportunities.
On the positive side of the ledger, some businesses were able to prevail
despite the difficult conditions – 20% noted they were financially about
the same as 12 months ago, and 25% actually achieved better financial
results. Also, some exporters continued to extend their reach to other
export markets (21%). Businesses that exported to a wider range of
markets performed better – 43% reported being financially better off
compared to 12 months prior.
A proportion of businesses were able to maintain or increase their financial
performance during an extremely tough period. This is a testament to the
resilience of Australian exporters, especially by those prepared and able
to pivot to other markets.

6 SAR=Special Administrative Region of China
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Part II –
Major
Disruptions
Many businesses reported that the inability of personnel to travel between
countries, the lack of availability and reliability, and increased costs of air
and sea freight caused significant disruption during the past 12 months (see
Figure 3).

Movement of people and goods
Higher proportions of businesses asserted that the lack of mobility and
transport constraints during 2020-21 caused major disruption to their
business activities. Topping the list of transport challenges was the inability
of personnel to travel, with nearly 90% of businesses reporting this caused
disruption to their export activities, particularly those working in the mining
and services industries.
As Australia and other countries shut their international borders to minimise
the spread of the virus, exporters were unable to meet customers in person
and some found difficulty in securing new contracts. While web technologies
allowed for virtual meetings to take place, the survey responses indicated
the limitations of this form of communication when undertaking business
across borders and across cultures.
The inability to engage potential customers in person meant exporters
were hamstrung in demonstrating their products and services and, more
importantly, in building personal relationships. For example, 87% of
businesses who reported seeking to export to Indonesia reported that the
lack of ability to travel was a significant disruption. This compared with 74%
in other markets.
Indigenous-owned firms were more likely to report that logistical issues
caused disruptions to their exporting activities including increased costs
and delays in sea and air freight. Notably 100% of Indigenous-owned firms
surveyed reported that a lack of access to air transport caused a disruption
to their business during the last 12 months.
The survey responses highlight Australian exporters’ awareness of the
importance of cultivating relationships when accessing markets, especially
in Asia.
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Figure 3. Top ten disruptions reported by all businesses
Percentage (%) of businesses
Large disruption
Moderate disruption
Small disruption
No disruption
Inability of staff, contractors or consultants to travel between countries
69%

11%

7%

12%

Lack of availability of air transport between countries
55%

15%

13%

17%

Delays in air transport between countries
52%

15%

11%

22%

Increased costs associated with making business operations Covid-safe
22%

19%

28%

31%

Delays in sea transport between countries
52%

11%

8%

30%

Increased costs for domestic inputs
28%

24%

18%

30%

Increased transport costs within Australia
29%

20%

20%

31%

Increased cost of sea freight
49%

11%

7%

33%

Lack of availability of sea transport between countries
44%

13%

10%

33%

12%

10%

33%

Increased cost of air freight
45%
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CASE STUDY:
THE INABILITY TO TRAVEL DID NOT STOP THIS
SERVICES EXPORTER
doq® was founded in 2009 by
Sakuno, “a Japanese immigrant
connections, no job and minimal
small rental apartment, he slowly
cultural marketing team providing

Group Managing Director Yoshinori
who arrived in Australia with zero
savings”. Starting his business at his
built up a small but powerful “crosscreative executions of strategies”.

When international travel restrictions were imposed in 2020, it disrupted
doq®’s normal business practices. Previously, employees travelled to
Japan to manage video shoots and undertake video production.
For example, in a project with Channel 7 to promote Hoshino Resort
Tomamu, the initial plan was to bring a production team and Karen
Ledbury to Hokkaido to produce a Ski TV program. However, as travel
restrictions tightened, doq® had to make the decision to cancel the trip.
Instead, doq® found an “Aussie and Kiwi production team” based in Tokyo
and requested they go to Hokkaido to capture the relevant landscape of
the region. Simultaneously, a separate team shot a video of Karen in front
of a greenscreen in Sydney. Later, the various footages were compiled.
According to doq®, adaptive thinking, partnering with the right individuals,
and employing the right technology helped them through the travel
restrictions.
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Air freight
With over 80% of Australian airfreight being carried by passenger aircraft,
the plunge in passenger flights to and from Australia due to COVID-19 in
2020 meant a collapse in airfreight capacity for exporters (see Figure 4).
Consequently, 82% of businesses considered the lack of availability of air
transport as a disruptive factor during this period.
The lack of availability of flights may have been much worse, if not for
the Commonwealth Government’s International Freight Assistance
Mechanism (IFAM). IFAM is a temporary, targeted, emergency support
measure to keep global air links open in response to the ongoing effects
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Since April 2020, IFAM has reconnected 9
Australian ports to 58 international destinations and helped the movement
of high-value perishable Australian products to international customers.
The program has also enabled the import of nationally important goods,
aiding Australia’s pandemic response.
In light of IFAM’s focus on perishable goods, some industries were less
impacted by the lack of availability of air transport. For example, 87% of
wholesale and 84% of manufacturing exporters reported that the reduced
availability of air transport caused a disruption to their business activities.
This compares to just 76% for agriculture exporters, indicating that IFAM’s
facilitation of air freight for agriculture exporters might have limited the
disruption.
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Figure 4. Passengers on international flights
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7 www.bitre.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/international_airline_activity_cy2020.pdf

Building resilience through diversification • 25

Sea freight
In relation to (containerised) sea freight, 67% of exporters reported that
the increased cost of sea freight caused disruption to their business over
the past 12 months. Delays in sea freight caused disruption to 70% of
exporters and lack of sea freight availability disrupted 67% of exporters.
Exporters in wholesale (95%), retail (88%), manufacturing (84%) and
agriculture (80%) were the most impacted by these disruptions.
Sea freight problems included:
•	rising freight rates, with separate reports confirming rates were 7
times higher on some routes than pre-pandemic levels, with price
increases being imposed more often and with little notice;
•	delivery delays (of 3-5 months), due to bottlenecks at ports and
changes to routes and stopover ports (see Figure 5);
•	additional costs, including substantial penalty fees (e.g. resulting
from unanticipated changes in shipping schedules or cancellations);
and
•	lack of shipping container availability making it harder to secure
space on vessels.
According to Drewry, a major international supply chain advisor, as at
11 November 2021 the composite World Container Index, a measure of
shipping costs, was US$9,193 per 40ft container. This is 250% higher than
a year ago.
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Figure 5. Global Container Throughput Index, Seasonally Adjusted
Index Base 100 = 2015
Index
125.0
122.5
120.0
117.5
115.0
112.5
110.0
107.5
105.0

2019

pr
Ju
l
O
ct

A

ct
Ja
n

l

2020

O

Ju

pr

A

2018

2017

A

pr
Ju
l
O
ct
Ja
n

ct
Ja
n

l
Ju

O

pr
A

pr
Ju
l
O
ct
Ja
n

A

Ja

n

102.5

2021

Source: Institute of Shipping Economics and Logistics; Macrobond8

Figure 6. World Container Index - Assessed by Drewry
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8 Institute of Shipping Economics and Logistics (ISL) and Leibniz-Institut für Wirtschaftsforschung (RWI)
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CASE STUDY:
EXPORTERS’ CONCERNS OVER CONTAINERISED
SEA FREIGHT
In roundtable discussions with the Export Council of Australia, the
following views were shared by exporters from across industries.
Freight rates have skyrocketed to unreasonable levels, reducing profits
for some exporters, while others had to trade at a loss to maintain their
customers. They believe the price rises do not reflect increased costs
incurred by shipping lines, but rather profiteering by shipping lines. With
limited competition in the global shipping industry, there is worry that the
high rates will remain for the foreseeable future.
Delivery timeframes have become uncertain with schedules changing
constantly. Regionally-based exporters have found this especially
problematic as they have to align rail and/or road schedules with those
of sea transport. If they get this wrong they could pay hefty penalties.
Sailing routes or stop-over ports have often changed with little notice
leading to further delays and costs. At other times, exporters have not
been able to get space on vessels, or sailings have been cancelled.
Specific examples of these impacts include:
-	A vegetable grower unable to secure a container or space on vessels
for their exports.
-	A regionally-based manufacturer hit with unexpected detention
charges, because the rail and sea freight schedules did not line up.
-	A canola grower had to pay tens of thousands of dollars in penalties,
because its cargo was not loaded on to the ship and was left on the
port.
-	An auto component manufacturer lost a high-value contract, as it
was unable to guarantee delivery by a prescribed date.
-	A small skincare supplier stopped exporting altogether, because it
became completely unaffordable.
The delays, additional charges, penalties, loss of business and increased
uncertainty have cost exporters millions of dollars in the first half of 2021.
Should the current conditions persist for another 12-24 months, the costs
to Australian exporters will worsen threatening the survival of many
exporting business.
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Rising protectionism and trade restrictions
Australian businesses surveyed reported that restrictions by foreign
governments caused less disruption on average than other challenges,
such as transport constraints. Nevertheless, 51% of Australian businesses
indicated they experienced a disruption to their business due to restrictions
imposed on their goods or services by destination markets. Only 26% of
businesses reported that rejection of their goods or services caused a
disruption to their business.
Australian exporters are facing barriers to trade imposed by destination
markets. Global institutions that measure trade protectionism believe it to
be on the rise, with significant pick up in 2020. For example, the Global
Trade Alert identified a 73% increase in discriminatory interventions
between 2019 and 2020 around the world.9 Non-pandemic related import
restrictions were valued by the World Trade Organization at US$123.9
billion in 2020.10 According to the OECD, trade regulations around the
world became more restrictive in 2020 across all services industries
covered by its Services Trade Restrictiveness Index (STRI)11 (see Figure 7).

Figure 7. Changes in the STRIs per sector, 2019-2020
Trade liberalisations, 2019 to 2020

Trade restrictions, 2019 to 2020

0.2
0.1
0
-0.1

Digital network
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Legal services
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Commercial banking
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Road freight transport
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Maritime transport

Logistics storage and warehouseing

Logistics freight forwarding

Logistics cargo-handling

Logistics customs brokerage

Courier services

Distribution services

Air transport

Telecommunication

Sound recording

Motion pictures

Computer services

Broadcasting

-0.2

Transport and distribution supply chain Market bridging
Physical
and supporting infrastructure
services
services

Note: Sum of all the positive (restrictions) and negatives changes (liberalisation) across all
the measures over the period considered. Source: OECD STRI database (http://oe.cd/stri-db).

9 www.globaltradealert.org
10 www.wto.org/english/news_e/news21_e/trdev_28jun21_e.htm
11 www.iisd.org/articles/rising-protectionism-signals-valuable-lessons-forgotten
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Figure 8. Average percentage of businesses in this industry that reported
regulatory barriers or restrictions imposed by foreign markets
Agriculture – 59%
Wholesale – 58%
Retail – 57%
Manufacturing – 49%
Transport – 43%
Other services – 34%
Mining – 34%
Education – 33%
Other – 30%
Tourism – 29%
Media, telecommunications – 24%
Arts – 21%
Construction – 21%
Professional services – 20%
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Of the businesses surveyed, 47% noted the cancellation of orders by
export customers, 37% reported negative perceptions of Australian
exports, and 44% reported increased tariffs, duties or cash deposits as
having caused disruptions to their business.
Hurdles due to actions by foreign governments such as increased
restrictions, clearance costs, tariffs and/or the rejection of goods were
more common amongst businesses in agriculture (59%) wholesale (58%),
retail (57%) and manufacturing (49%). Businesses in the professional
services (20%), media (24%), tourism (29%) and mining (34%) industries
were less likely to report experiencing these challenges (see Figure 8).
The main markets for which businesses experienced a large disruption as
a result of foreign government restrictions were China (53%), South Korea
(50%), Vietnam (50%), and Japan (47%). China (22%) and Vietnam (21%)
were also identified as markets where the rejection of goods and increasing
regulatory requirements have caused a large disruption to exporters (see
Table 1). Agribusiness exporters (35%) tended to experience the rejection
of goods in a more significant way. This was a much larger proportion
than other industries.
Those exporting to India were less likely to report administrative
restrictions or rejections, such as failed inspections. Of those exporting
to India, only 24% registered that restrictions by the government led to
a large disruption. This means perceptions of India’s restrictiveness may
be more severe than what exporters face in reality. Being well prepared
and understanding administrative requirements can help avoid significant
disruptions.
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Table 1. Challenges Imposed by Foreign Markets
Comparison between existing export market destinations

General
restrictions

Rejection
(or failed
inspections)

Increased
regulatory
requirements

Average
regulatory
challenges
faced by
foreign market

Vietnam

50%

21%

37%

36%

China

53%

22%

30%

35%

Thailand

47%

12%

32%

30%

Taiwan

48%

16%

25%

30%

South Korea

50%

10%

23%

28%

Indonesia

34%

12%

34%

27%

Japan

47%

6%

23%

25%

United Arab
Emirates

29%

9%

35%

24%

Hong Kong
SAR

34%

16%

22%

24%

Malaysia

34%

7%

25%

22%

Singapore

29%

10%

25%

21%

Germany

28%

2%

19%

16%

Canada

23%

6%

18%

16%

Philippines

25%

3%

17%

15%

United
Kingdom

23%

5%

15%

14%

New Zealand 22%

5%

16%

14%

India

24%

5%

10%

13%

United
States

16%

4%

12%

11%

France

17%

0%

10%

9%

Current
export
markets…
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Australian export regulations
The majority of exporters reported no or only a small disruption to their
activities as a result of increased domestic regulatory burdens, costs,
clearance permits or audits by Australian government agencies. This
suggests that Australian exporters found the regulatory burdens imposed
by foreign jurisdictions as more onerous than the requirements they faced
from domestic authorities.

Supply chain inputs
The results of the survey suggest that changes to the availability and
cost of imported inputs posed less disruption to businesses compared to
transport and mobility challenges. Nevertheless, 67% of manufacturing
exporters expressed that the cost of imported inputs caused disruption
to their operations. Two-thirds of those in the construction industry
noted the lack of availability of imported inputs was problematic. This
was likely due to overseas factories closing (at least temporarily) due to
COVID-19 and related lockdown measures. Increased shipping costs also
exacerbated the overall costs of inputs.
Following an investigation into Australia’s supply chain vulnerabilities,
the Productivity Commission (PC) confirmed that Australia’s supply
chains were disrupted by COVID-19 and trade tensions. However, the
PC concluded that most essential supply chains proved resilient, noting
that many businesses were able to manage risks “through stockpiling,
(flexible) contracts and diversifying inputs”.
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CASE STUDY:
HOW AN AUSTRALIAN WINE PRODUCER
SUCCEEDED DESPITE RESTRICTIONS
Bec Hardy and Richard Dolan are co-managing directors and co-owners
of Bec Hardy Wines, a family-owned wine business based in McLaren
Vale. McLaren Vale carries with it generations of winemaking heritage. In
2020, Bec Hardy Wines acquired the Pertaringa brand, which included the
highly rated Pertaringa ‘Tipsy Hill’ single vineyard Cabernet Sauvignon.
The wines are enjoyed in Australia and across the world.
Export was a key focus for Bec Hardy Wines, especially in Asia. The
business noted the risk of “putting all their eggs in one basket”, so it
targeted a number of markets, asserting they were not focussed just
on China. They noted they had made connections in 12 new markets
including Hong Kong SAR, Japan, Taiwan and South Korea, and further
afield in Canada and Luxembourg. With assistance from grant funding
from the South Australian Government, they have engaged two in market
consultants in the US and the UK to connect to distribution there – their
first order of over 133,000 bottles to the US ships in December 2021.
The business has not abandoned China. It appointed a new export
manager, a former international student in Adelaide from China who has
made South Australia his home. His expertise, fluency in Mandarin, and
cultural understanding of the Chinese market have proven valuable to
maintaining connections with customers there. The owners highlighted
that the short-term opportunities in China will be constrained, but (they)
remain confident of the medium to long term prospects there.
Bec Hardy Wines has also taken advantage of free trade agreements
(FTAs). However, the business noted that while FTAs are excellent
at increasing the supply-side of the economic equation, without a
corresponding increase in consumer demand, growth will be slow.
They suggested that the government should lead more in-market trade
delegations to take advantage of the anticipated boom in international
trade in a post-Covid world.
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Part III –
Building
Resilience
Seeking new markets
For the next three years, Australian exporters are looking at a range of
strategies to grow their business, including by diversifying or expanding
their range of market destinations. In this regard, 80% of exporters
consider this as a priority.
Those businesses seeking to enter new markets were more likely to be
medium-sized businesses (83%), followed by small businesses (79%) and
then large businesses (77%). This suggests that while small businesses
might have initially rationalised their markets as an immediate response
to economic conditions, they have started to see merit in exploring new
markets.
While the majority of exporters are looking to diversify, the range of newly
targeted countries reflected existing popular export destinations. There
are few differences between the current top ten destinations compared to
the top ten new markets exporters are seeking to enter (Figures 9 & 10).
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Figure 9. Top ten export markets in 2020-2021
Percentage (%) of businesses exporting here
United States

45%

United Kingdom

30%

New Zealand

29%

China

21%

Canada

20%

Singapore

18%

Hong Kong SAR
Malaysia
Germany
Indonesia

16%
14%
13%

12%

The United States and the United Kingdom were the top two markets
that businesses reported selling into in 2020-21. For those looking at new
markets, these were also the top two countries that exporters wanted to
access in the future.
The focus on the United States and United Kingdom is understandable.
There are less cultural and administrative differences between these
high-income markets and Australia. Australia also has an existing trade
agreement with the United States and is finalising one with the United
Kingdom, which Australian exporters expect to translate into commercial
opportunities.
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Figure 10. Top ten export markets seeking to enter (not currently exporting here)
Percentage (%) of businesses seeking to export here
United Kingdom

29%

United States

28%

Japan

16%

Canada

13%

China

13%

Indonesia

13%

Germany

13%

France

12%

South Korea

11%

India

11%

Australian exporters’ interests in the Indian and Indonesian markets
coincide with strong growth forecasts for these economies. Increased
awareness of opportunities in these markets may have also been aided
by government promotion efforts (both Federal and State) and greater
media coverage of these countries.
Australian exporters continue to have interest in the mature markets of
Japan and South Korea. They understand the challenges of entering these
markets, including significant differences in cultural business practices
and administrative systems. They are looking to tap into the growing
positive perception of the Australian brand in these markets.
Other key markets Australian exporters are seeking to enter are France
and Germany. While China and New Zealand are still markets of interest,
their attractiveness seems to have declined.
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Australian exporters are pursuing other diversification strategies such
as offering new types of products or expanding to other regions within
existing markets (see Figure 11).
Figure 11. Top diversification priorities in the next 3 years
Percentage (%) of businesses that reported this was a priority
Growing customer base
89%

Expanding number of markets/countries
80%

Additional goods
80%

New products
76%

Other regions within existing markets
76%

Number of suppliers
38%
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In terms of growing existing markets, Australian exporters are focussed
on developed mature economies (see Figure 12).

Figure 12. Top ten markets in which exporters are seeking to grow their
existing customer base
Percentage (%) of businesses
United Arab Emirates
Taiwan

100%
92%

Singapore

91%

United States

91%

United Kingdom

90%

Indonesia

90%

Thailand

90%

Hong Kong SAR

89%

South Korea

89%

France

89%
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Hurdles to diversification
Entering new markets means investing time and resources, including
reaching and influencing potential customers, and meeting administrative
requirements. It opens up new opportunities, as well as new challenges.
The challenges to diversification reported by firms seeking to access new
markets were: the cost of entering new markets (48%), regulatory and
administrative requirements (46%), logistical and transport issues (39%),
lack of access to distribution networks (38%) lack of access to market
intelligence (33%), cultural and language barriers (28%), and other export
challenges (14%) (see Figure 13).
Figure 13. Diversification barriers
Percentage (%) of businesses seeking to diversify reported
the following challenges
Cost

48%

Regulatory challenges

46%

Logistics / Transport

39%

Access to distribution channels

38%

Insufficient market intelligence

Cultural / language barriers
Other export
challenges

33%

28%

14%

Exporters seeking to diversify noted that the markets with high trade
barriers included Papua New Guinea (57%), South Korea (47%) and
Japan (43%). The markets reported to have the lower barriers to
entry include Indonesia (31%), India (33%) and Singapore (33%)
(see Table 2).
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Table 2. Average diversification challenges per market

Market

Percentage of businesses
interested in this market
reporting diversification
challenges

Papua New Guinea

57%

South Korea

47%

Japan

43%

Philippines

42%

United Arab Emirates

41%

Vietnam

39%

Taiwan

38%

France

38%

Thailand

37%

Malaysia

37%

New Zealand

36%

Canada

36%

China

36%

United Kingdom

35%

United States

35%

Germany

35%

Hong Kong SAR

34%

Singapore

33%

India

33%

Indonesia

31%

More
barriers

Less
barriers
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The costs of entering new markets was particularly a challenge for those
looking to export to Hong Kong SAR (67%), France (59%), and the United
Arab Emirates (59%).
In terms of securing reliable market intelligence, many exporters found
this especially challenging in the Philippines (57%), South Korea (49%),
and the United Arab Emirates (47%).
Logistics and transport challenges were particularly common issues for
those exporting to Oceania/Pacific, the Middle East and Europe. These
occurrences are unsurprising in light of the distance and costs (e.g.
Europe) or the lack of availability of services (e.g. the Pacific) to these
markets.
India presented some of the lowest logistics and transport issues, with
only 34% of businesses having reported this as a challenge. On the other
hand, logistics and transport concerns were relatively high for South Korea
(60%), Philippines (50%), Hong Kong SAR (50%), and Germany (40%).
Access to distribution networks is another challenge faced by exporters.
Australian exporters eyeing the Korean market especially found this task
difficult (69%). Experienced exporters have reported the need to form local
partnerships, rather than being able to sell directly and independently.
For those seeking new markets, the challenge of accessing distribution
networks was reported for Japan (55%), Taiwan (54%), and the United
Kingdom (45%). However, businesses that were already exporting to
these markets reported easier access overtime as they built connections
and experience.
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Exporters faced less difficulties when accessing distribution networks in
Indonesia (30%) and India (31%).
Regulatory and administrative requirements have been a challenge for
businesses in the early stages of entering markets, such as the Philippines
(79%), South Korea (57%) and Malaysia (56%). Those exporters looking
at Hong Kong SAR (16.7%), Singapore (37%) and the United States
(43%) found the regulatory and administrative requirements of those
jurisdictions easier to navigate.
On culture and language, a greater proportion of diversifying exporters
registered these as barriers in South Korea (46%), Japan (41%) and the
Philippines (36%). Interestingly, less exporters noted cultural and linguistic
issues as a barrier for those seeking to enter India (29%), France (27%),
and Taiwan (23%).
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Diversifying supply chains
The survey indicates that Australian exporters do not seem to be placing
a high priority on restructuring their supply chains. For example, only 8%
of businesses view it as a high priority to shift parts of their manufacturing
overseas or to other jurisdictions outside of Australia. There is also a low
proportion of businesses considering shifting manufacturing elements
back home to Australia (9%).
There are some markets in which there is a slightly higher proportion of
Australian exporters looking to shift elements of their operations as a
priority. For example, 14% of those exporting to China reported they were
looking to move aspects of their manufacturing back to Australia from
overseas jurisdictions. For those businesses exporting to the United Arab
Emirates, 16% considered moving components of their manufacturing
back to Australia as a priority.
Faced with significant challenges in relation to the movement of goods
and people, it is curious that more exporters have not registered moving
operations geographically as a priority. They may have assessed other
costs and factors as overriding logistics challenges. Interestingly the
survey found that compared to all businesses, Indigenous-owned firms
were more likely to consider as a priority moving some operations
overseas (40%), or reshoring operations to Australia (22%).
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CASE STUDY:
INDIGENOUS BUSINESS ADAPTS SUPPLY CHAIN
TO CHANGING CONDITIONS
Kirrikin roughly translates as “Sunday’s best clothes” in the language of
the Wonnarua nation, traditional owners of the Hunter Valley. Kirrikin is a
social enterprise focused on producing quality garments, which features
artworks of contemporary Indigenous Australian artists, digitally printed
onto sustainable fabrics including viscose (wood pulp) and vita lycra
(made from recycled plastic bottles).
Amanda Healy, a Wonnarua woman, established Kirrikin in 2014 as a way
of helping her community earn a living and to highlight the talents of
Indigenous people. Starting with handcrafted silk and cashmere scarves,
Kirrikin gained traction in the US market during its formative years. In
2016, Amanda expanded Kirrikin’s collection to resortwear manufactured
in Australia.
Amanda’s business has been impacted by a variety of factors connected
to COVID-19, including a decrease in sales, as international consumers
increased purchases from local sources, and as shipping and supply chain
issues add to costs and inconvenience. Amanda reflected that previously,
“a shipment to New York would take between 5 to 7 days. It now takes 5
to 6 weeks”.
The disruption in logistics and her supply chain has forced Amanda to
make changes in her operations. In a recent project, Amanda had to
change her supplier from India to China, as India was hit hard by COVID-19.
Amanda also had to shift from using sea freight to air delivery in order to
meet client deadlines - doubling the costs of moving her goods. Despite
the challenging conditions, Amanda will continue to manufacture in
Australia, especially in Perth, where she will be closer to her community
of designers and artisans.
Kirrikin is also strengthening its environmental sustainability practices,
including by minimising the use of plastics in their products, and sourcing
or using recycled fabrics where possible. Amanda has also chosen to
employ digital printing processes for her fabrics, as it uses less chemicals
and less water than traditional processes.
Amanda sees positive opportunities for expansion. She believes she can
grow her market in the United States, and diversify further in Europe
(including to the United Kingdom, Switzerland, Denmark, France, the
Czech Republic and Romania), as well as to the Middle East.
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Part IV –
Moving
Forward
Outlook
The survey results suggest Australian exporters are optimistic for the
future, despite the prolonged period of difficulties. Even though many
exporters said they experienced more challenging than usual conditions
over the last year, a significant number of them hold a positive outlook
for the next 12 months. Almost two-in-three (or 64%) felt their business
would be better off financially in 12 months’ time. Only 15% felt they would
be worse off (see Figure 14).
Exporters also believed their export turnover would grow in the next
12 months (62%), while only 19% believed their export turnover would
decline. However, Indigenous-owned businesses held a noticeably lessoptimistic outlook of the next twelve months (see Figure 15). This might
imply some gaps in capability and support to overcome the challenging
conditions.
The business with the most optimistic outlook over the next 12 months
tended to be large businesses that were exporting to more markets, and
had expressed intentions to increase the number of markets they export
to.

Building resilience through diversification • 49

Figure 14. Financial outlook next 12 months for all businesses
Percentage (%) of all businesses
Financial outlook next 12 months…
Better off
Worse off
About the same
64%

15%

21%

Figure 15. Financial outlook next 12 months for Indigenous-owned businesses
Percentage (%) of Indigenous-owned businesses
Financial outlook next 12 months…
Better off
Worse off
About the same
48%

19%

33%
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Those businesses expecting to be better off in the future were large firms
(68%), and those with diversified markets (74%). By industry, those in
construction (79%), other services (87%) and manufacturing (68%) were
more optimistic (see Figure 16).

Figure 16. Financial outlook next 12 months per industry…
Percentage (%) of businesses per industry
Other services
Better off

Worse off

About the same
87%

7%

6%

Construction
79%

21%

Manufacturing
68%

10%

22%

Media, telecommunications
67%

20%

12%

67%

20%

13%

66%

23%

11%

Professional services

Other
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Education
Worse off

Better off

About the same

64%

16%

19%

Mining
64%

19%

17%

Retail
61%

5%

33%

Wholesale
60%

16%

24%

Tourism
57%

21%

21%

Agriculture, fishing, or forestry
51%

16%

33%

Transport
46%

18%

36%

Arts
43%

34%
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23%

Those least optimistic were: small exporters who had exported to fewer
markets, those in the arts, tourism and media telecommunications and
businesses that exported to China, South Korea and Taiwan.
On the question of whether the next 12 months would be a good time to
invest in growing their business, 60% of respondents agreed, with only
18% considering it would be a bad time (see Figure 17).
Figure 17. Will the next 12 months be a good time to invest in growing your
business or a bad time?
Percentage (%) of all businesses
Good time to invest
Bad time to invest
Neither good or bad

60%

18%

22%
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Support makes a difference
Given the exceptionally challenging conditions, exporters accessed
government and other types of support, which would have at least eased
cost pressures. Overall, 58% tapped into some form of government
program that assists with export-related activities.
On the flip-side, there was a noteworthy proportion that did not benefit
from government assistance (42%). This invites the question of whether
programs have the sufficient scope or are appropriately targeted to those
who are in need.
It is worth highlighting that among Indigenous-owned businesses, more
exporters (47%) accessed Austrade’s Export Market Development Grant
(EMDG), as compared to exporters that are non-Indigenous (40%). A
similar situation was evident with women-owned businesses, in which
48% of them accessed the EMDG, while only 39% of non-women-owned
businesses benefited from the EMDG.
The top programs accessed by businesses overall, were Austrade’s EMDG
(40%) and Austrade Export Services (14%). On average less than 10% of
businesses accessed other forms of support.
Exporters that were more likely to access Austrade Export Services, were
medium or large businesses that expressed intentions to expand into
additional markets. Many of these companies were in the agriculture,
manufacturing, or tourism industries.
Reflecting the rising costs of freight and inputs in 2021, more exporters
raised the need for additional government funding (32%) than any other
types of assistance. This was closely followed by the request to bridge
connections with businesses in target markets, to develop marketing
strategies, and for access to market intelligence (see Figure 18).
Other types of support were also suggested, including requests for
better utilisation of trade agreements, and for improved access to trade
finance and insurance, such as providing low or zero interest-rate loans
for exporters.
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Figure 18. Percentage of businesses requesting the following additional forms
of government assistance for diversification
Support to make in-country connections and business contacts

15%
EMDG grants should be expanded in scope, fewer restrictions on
eligibility and time frame

14%
Support for bespoke trade missions tailored to specific industries,
and attendance at international trade shows

10%
Support for businesses to resume international travel once borders reopen

10%
Increase the number of and expertise of in-country staff in their target
markets, and improved access to advice and interaction with these staff

7%
Wanted support during and post-Covid restrictions to help re-establish
connections with businesses

6%
Wanted government to support accessing distribution networks in
target markets

6%
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Wanted improved access to expert advice on regulatory and legal
considerations in the markets they export to

5%
Wanted support to manage disruptions to freight, such as assistance for
smaller businesses to coordinate shipping lines to lower costs

5%
Wanted help with marketing, including investment in Australia’s overall brand,
connections to marketing and influencer networks in other countries

5%
Wanted support to identify and develop supplier relationships

4%
Asked for greater ‘wrap around’ support to help them identify
which support services are available to them

4%
Wanted to access market intelligence specific to their destination
markets and industry

3%
Seeking support for research and development

3%
Wanted simplification of Australian regulatory processes
and a reduction in some fees for smaller exporting businesses

3%
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Reducing environmental impacts
As the impacts of climate change increase in frequency and severity
around the world, many Australian exporters expressed that reducing the
environmental impacts of their supply chains is a priority.
Half of Australian exporters reported that reducing the environmental
impact of their operations was a priority. Retail businesses (82%) and
large businesses (70%) were more likely to report this as a priority. This
may reflect the changing expectations of their customers and increasing
options available to incorporate sustainability in their manufacturing
processes and supply chains.
A higher proportion of Indigenous-owned businesses reported that
reducing the environmental impact of their activities was a high priority
(67%) compared to non-Indigenous firms (48%). This was also the case
for women-owned firms, where 55% of them reported this was a priority
compared to 47% of non-women-owned firms.
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