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COVID-19:
LOCAL GOVERNMENT RESPONSE OPTIONS
Councils across Australia are starting to come to grips with understanding the debilitating effects of the social, economic, 
financial and emotional impact of the coronavirus pandemic. Many are contemplating what they can do to alleviate some of the 
stresses that are being felt in their communities. Community groups, businesses, residents, visitors and council workers alike are 
all struggling to manage their way through this crisis and are looking for leadership, help and support. 

Councils are the closest government agencies to local communities and many individuals understandably turn to them for 
information and advice. 

Having a clearly thought through path and objectives will be essential to navigating through the differing stages of the crisis over 
the next few months, each requiring practical, innovative and effective responses by councils. These responses will need to be 
both community facing, providing measures to support struggling local communities, as well as internally focused, ensuring 
that key services can be maintained or increased and understanding the emotional toll on council staff and the long-term 
sustainability of the council itself.

This paper provides some practical advice and examples of the types of support that can be considered during each of the 
different stages of the crisis. Not all of these will be applicable in every council or scenario, but we hope it will provide some food 
for thought on what could be achieved.
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During these unprecedented times, councils across the country are looking at ways to not only maintain services, but also provide 
practical support to local communities, businesses, staff and other agencies in the joint response to the Covid-19 pandemic. 

There will be three phases of planning and response:

The immediate challenge being how councils can help their household and business communities 
with immediate practical support measures and programs, in addition to supporting staff through 
initial shutdowns of many community facilities and services, and potentially place unprecedented 
demands on other aspects of council operations (e.g. human resources, finance, customer service). 
Without direct support any non-essential projects will likely need to be stalled.

Business continuity and contingency plans will need to be developed for all aspects of operations 
as a confirmed case within elected Councillors, the CEO’s office or management team, and even at 
a major works depot could have a catastrophic impact on operations.

Finance functions will need to model the immediate and ongoing effects of impacts on fees and 
charges from reduced economic and business activity, the closure of community facilities, and 
delayed rate payments or defaults. Human resources functions will need to manage the impacts on 
frontline council staff from a health perspective, workplace health and safety and other obligations 
for staff working from home, in addition to managing the impacts on staff stood down as a result 
of facility closures. Redeployment opportunities for the inevitable lockdown also need to be 
considered. Information services functions will need to manage the equipment and connectivity 
issues associated with the transition to office staff working from home.

It will be critical to maintain essential service delivery during this period, while also managing 
the cessation of some services through the various stages of lockdown. Councils will also need to 
develop effective strategic response plans to enact when social distancing and lockdown measures 
are loosened. Core to this will be establishing clear priorities for programs and projects that will 
assist local communities during the initial emotional and financial recovery process, as well as 
projects that will assist in the financial and economic recovery of the region.

Councils will need to consider what projects should be prioritised for the inevitable State and 
Federal government support and funding programs made available once operations start to return 
to normal. Projects should be readied by ensuring the existence of evidence-based proposals to 
support ‘ready to go’ applications that can be deployed quickly and efficiently. Critical in planning 
for recovery is to clearly understand how pre-existing service delivery and models may need to 
change moving forward from a financial sustainability perspective, what that path looks like and 
how best to communicate any changes to local communities.
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The pressure to maintain and even extend service provision during this phase will present additional 
challenges. Councils will need a clear focus on financial sustainability, while attempting to revitalise 
local economies and communities. The preference will be for councils to facilitate local outcomes 
and support local businesses and traders using funding support from other levels of government. 
Councils will also need to understand how they can support broader initiatives to support the re-
establishment of local businesses and attract/focus investment and tourism activities.

Prioritisation criteria for both projects to be funded and ongoing operational shifts should 
include at a minimum the impact on rating levels and financial sustainability in an environment 
of financial hardship and the socio-economic benefits produced. It will never be more important 
to ensure councils are providing what the community needs. Councils will need to manage and 
communicate any changes to existing services required to ensure long run sustainability for the 
community.

Any response in the above three phases, whilst having positive impacts on local communities 
and local businesses, will have significant financial and resourcing implications for councils in 
the absence of external funding support. As such, they will all need careful consideration and 
assessment before being committed to.

The measures implemented must achieve desired outcomes, and councils must fully understand 
the short, medium and long-term implications of each response for their ongoing financial 
sustainability. Performing robust due diligence, prior to making key decision on relief measures, 
will provide evidence-based decision making and data to support funding or under-writing 
applications to State and Federal governments.

State and Federal governments will have an important role to play in financially enabling councils 
to be able to take a leading role in supporting their communities.

Examples of the practical measures that councils may consider during each phase are outlined on 
the following pages.
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Phases 1/2: Here and Now / Lockdown and Recovery Planning

Community Initiatives

Lobbying of State and Federal 
governments

›  The financial impact of implementing initiatives will place tremendous financial pressure on 
councils and many will require additional funding and/or underwriting from the State and 
Federal governments.

›  Councils should lobby the State government to underwrite rates for a specified period to reduce 
the burden on residents and businesses.

Deferral of rates and charges

›  Will provide immediate financial relief to all ratepayers.

›  Affects council cash flows and could financially stress councils with limited working capital/cash 
reserves.

›  May impact the ability of councils to provide essential services to their local communities in a 
time of need and threaten future financial sustainability.

›  May only be viable with funding support from other levels of government.

Extended payment period for rates 
and charges

›  Allow ratepayers an extended period of payment for rates (e.g. 3 months) and/or allow for 
payments to be made in instalments.

›  While this has a cash flow impact for councils, it still provides the financial resources necessary 
for business continuity and the provision of essential services to local communities in a time of 
crisis.

Easing of debt collection processes ›  Adopting a more lenient approach to debt collection through the crisis and recovery periods (e.g. 
cancelling interest on overdue rates, longer-term payment plans).

Immediate payment of all invoices ›  Payments will provide much needed cash flow to local businesses during a time of hardship, 
which will help support local employment.

Grants to maintain community 
services and support local artists

›  Many community organisations and local artists will be experiencing financial stress due to the 
cancellation of events and associated financial losses.

›  Funds from existing budgeted grant programs could be redirected to provide initial support, with 
additional funding programs established to ensure these organisations and artists are able to 
survive for when things return to normal.

Maintaining/enhancing service 
levels for essential services

›  Providing increased cleaning of high traffic areas (e.g. CBD).

›  Continuation of appropriate waste collection services, given potential higher volumes as people 
are at home for longer periods and house cleaning occurs.

›  Continuation of waste facilities receiving self-haul waste, with the necessary distancing measures 
in place, as people undertake ‘spring cleaning’ of their homes and surrounds.

›  Providing support to, and facilitating actions in conjunction with, other agencies regarding 
community actions and initiatives.

Turning off parking meters
›  With low traffic volumes, this will not place a significant financial burden on councils but will 

show a sign of support to the local community by allowing essential workers to park for free in 
metered areas.

Information provision
›  Regular communication with local communities regarding council actions and initiatives to 

support local residents, community organisations and businesses.

›  Ensure that residents and businesses are provided with factual advice and links to other agencies.

Managing and referral of distressed 
enquiries

›  Many community members will be fearful and worried about the pandemic, and councils can 
provide valuable referral support.
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Phases 1/2: Here and Now / Lockdown and Recovery Planning

Operational Initiatives

Assessing financial implications
›  Determining the immediate and ongoing effects from reduced fees and charges and other 

revenues from the extended drop-off in economic and business activity.

›  Allowing for reduced cash flows associated with delayed rate payments or defaults.

Redeployment of staff

›  Redeployment of staff stood down as a result of facility closures and reduced operations to front-
line service areas that require immediate support (e.g. customer service).

›  Planning undertaken for the potential redeployment of staff to alternative areas during the 
lockdown period that will benefit councils upon the re-establishment of normal operations – 
this may also include a short-term shift in focus for some staff in planning for and prioritising 
programs/projects to be effected as part of the recovery process, including the readying of 
applications for State and Federal government recovery funding programs.

Working from home arrangements

›  Providing the necessary equipment, connectivity and training associated with the transition to 
working from home for office workers.

›  Establishing appropriate operating regimes and key performance indicators for staff working at 
home.

Allowing staff to take leave

›  Allow affected staff to take leave during the lockdown period even where this results in negative 
balances (up to a certain point) to ensure they still receive financial support.

›  If implemented, councils will need to have in place appropriate strategies to ensure that any 
negative balances are able to be ‘repaid’ following lockdown with future accrued leave.

Providing wellness checks for staff ›  Staff who have been temporarily laid off, are in lockdown or are working in abnormal 
environments will need additional human resources support.

Procurement security ›  Working with companies and other agencies to ensure key products and services are able to be 
sourced and purchased on behalf of the community during the lockdown period.

THE PANDEMIC WILL NOT ONLY HAVE IMMEDIATE 
IMPACTS BUT WILL ALSO PROVIDE A LONGER-

TERM SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGE WHICH WILL 
REQUIRE A CAREFUL ASSESSMENT OF STRATEGIC 
RESPONSES TO ENSURE THEIR EFFECTIVENESS.
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Phase 3: Recovery Period

Community Initiatives

Facilitate funding program 
expenditure

›  Lobby the State and Federal governments for councils to be used as facilitators of recovery 
initiatives using funding support from other levels of government.

Initial deferral or waiver of licensing 
and other fees and charges

›  As businesses begin to re-establish this will provide an initial boost but will impact revenue and 
the financial capacity of councils.

Bringing forward capital projects ›  Utilise unconstrained reserves for projects that can help to revitalise economic activity.

Broadening local business and 
community grants programs

›  As businesses and community organisations re-establish, councils can play an important role in 
providing economic stimulus through targeted local grant programs.

›  Develop and implement initiatives to support the re-establishment of local businesses and 
attract/focus investment and tourism activities.

Operational Initiatives

Changes to operating practices

›  There may need to be a change in operating practices at customer-facing locations and 
community facilities to reduce the risk of potential future infections.

›  With all of the knowledge gained during the event, establish a risk register and associated best 
practice mitigation and operating protocols for any future events.

Reviewing corporate priorities and 
undertaking service reviews

›  Deferring all non-essential projects and focusing on essential service provision and investments.

›  Critical in planning for recovery is to clearly understand how pre-existing service delivery and 
models may need to change moving forward from a financial sustainability perspective, what 
that path looks like and how best to communicate any changes to local communities.

›  Prioritisation criteria for both projects to be funded and ongoing operational shifts should 
include at a minimum the impact on rating levels and financial sustainability in an environment 
of financial hardship and the socio-economic benefits produced – it will never be more important 
to ensure local governments are providing what the community needs.

Review of long-term financial plans

›  The financial impact of the pandemic on councils will require a rigorous assessment to 
understand how it has impacted ongoing financial sustainability.

›  Strategies will need to be developed to overcome any significant and persistent deficits in 
consultation with the community and other levels of government.
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We look forward to assisting our valued local government partners through this turbulent period. As experienced economic and 
financial strategists, we understand the significant impact that the current events will have on local economies and communities 
and the difficult path that lies ahead in restoring operational viability and community and investor confidence. We look forward 
to a time where things can eventually return to normal and offer our support during the crisis period in any way that may assist 
your council in planning for, or implementing, effective response strategies.

CONTACT DETAILS
Gavin O’Donovan
T: +61 7 3831 0577
M: +61 438 550 018
E: gavin.odonovan@aecgroupltd.com

Martin Drydale
T: +61 7 3831 0577
M: +61 477 299 542
E: martin.drydale@aecgroupltd.com

OUTCOME DRIVEN

OUTCOME DRIVEN

COVID-19:
LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
RESPONSE OPTIONS


