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Australia’s export industries 

Australia has a proud history as a nation of exporters and Australian banks play a critical role in that 
story. For generations, Australians have sent their produce overseas, building industries and growing 
our fledgling economy, from the First Australians trading sea cucumber, to the first shipment of 
Australian wool in 1807 and the gold rush of the 1850s. 

Australian banks were early partners to the pioneering exporters. As Australia’s gold industry grew to 
produce 40% of the world’s supply, the nation's first bank—Bank of New South Wales—set up gold 
buying agents to meet the needs of the growing industry. 

Through the 1900s, Australia’s exports diversified and evolved. Wheat, sugar, beef and zinc ore joined 
wool as our most valuable exports. Coal, iron ore and gas fuelled the construction of cities throughout 
Japan, China and the world as we entered the 21st century. 

And now, our professional services, education, financial services and technology success stories are 
powering our economy at home, while delivering the best ideas and inventions to billions of people 
abroad. As Blackbird Ventures found in 2019, 52 companies founded by Australians since 2011 are 
now worth more than $100 million. Fourteen companies are worth more than $500 million. And six are 
worth more than a billion dollars. These companies represent a combined valuation of more than $30 

billion and the creation of more than 10,000 jobs.1 

Australian banks continue to support a wide range of export industries, enabling exporters themselves, 
and their entire supply chain to prosper and employ Australian workers. 

State of Australian exports 

After a dip in 2020, Australian export income has nearly returned to trend and continued growth (Figure 
1).  

In 2020 there were 132,482 Australian businesses exporting their products and services2. This number 
has grown every year over the past five years (Figure 2). The slower growth in 2020 can be attributed 
to the slowing in global economic momentum resulting from COVID19. 

Exporting businesses are more optimistic than Australian businesses in general. One in three (34%) 
export businesses are currently starting up or intending to expand, in comparison with one in five (19%) 
Australian businesses (Figure 3). 

Australian exporting businesses also show greater confidence in future revenue expectations than 
Australian businesses in general, with 41% businesses expecting an increase in revenue in the next 12 
months compared to 32% of all businesses. However, revenue expectations have been declining over 
the past three years for both types of businesses (Figure 4). 
   

 
1 https://blog.blackbird.vc/30b-later-startupaus-arrives-dcbc16fef872 
2 Data on export businesses is taken from the DBM Atlas research series. The DBM Atlas research program surveys nearly 20,000 businesses 
and over 62,000 retail customers each year. DBM Atlas data referenced in this document may not be reproduced or further distributed without 
prior written permission from DBM Consultants. For DBM Atlas information visit dbmconsultants.com.au. 
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Global influences on Australian policy-makers and regulators 

Since the GFC, the recognition of the global interconnectedness of the financial system has resulted in 
increasing international regulator cooperation on matters relating to financial stability. Australian 
prudential standards on risk management reflect international standards issued through the BCBS and 
the Financial Stability Board (FSB) 7.  

These international standards are implemented nationally through the prudential supervisor; the 
Australian Prudential Regulation Authority (APRA). APRA has identified delivery of ‘unquestionably 
strong’ capital ratios and adherence to the BCBS standards8 among its core objectives for the banking 
sector. 

The need for Australian banking risk management practices to be aligned to global standards has also 
been emphasised by parliament. In 2012 the Senate Economics References Committee reiterated the 
importance of the Australian banking system working in lockstep with the global banking risk standards: 

‘Being just one component of the global banking system, coupled with the need for 
Australian banks to raise funds offshore, it is clear that Australia cannot deviate significantly 
from what other international financial centres are doing. Any significant changes to Basel 
III will occur at an international level and the implications for Australia will have to be 

considered at that time.’9 

Climate as an emerging risk for banks, internationally 

Governments and regulators around the world have identified climate risk as a relevant factor which 
banks and other sectors must consider along with many other categories of risk identified above. The 
Prime Minister acknowledged in his speech to the Business Council of Australia on April 19, 2021, net 
zero emissions by 2050: 

‘…will be achieved by the pioneering entrepreneurialism and innovation of Australia’s industrial 
workhorses, farmers and scientists.  

It will be won in places like the Pilbara, the Hunter, Gladstone, Portland, Whyalla, Bell Bay, the 
Riverina. In the factories of our regional towns and outer suburbs. In the labs of our best 
research institutes and scientists. It will be won in our energy sector. In our industrial sector. In 
our ag sector. In our manufacturing sector. That’s how you get to net zero.   

That’s where the road to net zero is being paved in Australia. And those industries and all those 
who work in those places, will reap the great benefits of the changes they are making to the 
businesses they work in and that they are pioneering.’10 

Internationally, governments are actively requiring their trading partners to act on climate risk. The US 
Secretary of State Antony Blinken has spoken of: 

‘weaving climate into the fabric of everything we do... our diplomats will challenge the practices 

of countries whose action – or inaction – is setting the world back.’11 

In November, the United Kingdom will host the United Nations Climate Change Conference.  
Chancellor Rishi Sunak has announced the UK's intention to mandate climate disclosures by large 
companies and financial institutions. 

‘Our plans will ensure the UK moves forward as an open, attractive and well-regulated market, 
and continues to lead the world in pioneering new technologies and shifting finance towards a 

net zero future.’12 

Similarly, China’s central bank has acted to expand recognition of climate-related risk, with a goal to: 

 
7 An example of the standards setting work of the BCBS is found here https://www.bis.org/publ/bcbs239.htm  
8 APRA 2020, Discussion paper – A more flexible and resilient capital framework for ADI’s (Link) p4 
9 The Senate, Economics References Committee. The post-GFC banking sector, November 2021 ISBN 978-1-74229-734-7 page xx 
10 https://www.pm.gov.au/media/address-business-council-australia-annual-dinner-sydney-nsw 
11 https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-remarks-to-the-chesapeake-bay-foundation-tackling-the-crisis-and-seizing-the-opportunity-
americas-global-climate-leadership/ 
12 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/chancellor-sets-out-ambition-for-future-of-uk-financial-services 
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‘create conditions to include climate change-related risk in the policy and prudential regulatory 
framework of the central bank, the high-quality development of a green finance standards 
system, and the acceleration of the formation of systems to benefit carbon emission 

reductions.’13 

Regulator expectations 

These international developments are mirrored by regulators overseas and in Australia. 

At the global level, there are two forces prevailing on bank operations: the need to disclose information 
relating to climate exposures and the need to calculate the potential risk of climate change on banks’ 
balance sheets. These requirements are driven by two international governance setting bodies, of 
which Australian regulators and Australian companies are members.14  

Disclosing information relating to climate exposures 

In 2015 the Financial Stability Board established the Task Force on Climate-related Financial 

Disclosure (TCFD).15 In 2017 they launched a voluntary and consistent framework for climate-related 

disclosures for investors and other interested parties.16 

Australian Securities and Investments Commission (ASIC) 

ASIC is the Australian regulator responsible for oversight of disclosure by listed companies. ASIC has 
referenced the TCFD disclosure framework in providing guidance to directors of companies. They have 
also made clear that disclosing and managing climate-related risk is a key director responsibility, 
requesting that company directors: 

• Consider climate risk 

• Develop and maintain strong and effective corporate governance over climate risks and 
opportunities 

• Comply with the law by disclosing climate risk where it is a material risk that could affect 
the company’s achievement of its financial performance, and 

• Disclose useful information to investors by recommending listed companies consider 
reporting under the TCFD framework17 

In 2019 ASIC updated its guidance on how banks should manage climate change risks through: 

• Embedding the climate risk types of the TCFD into Regulatory Guide 228 - Effective 
disclosure for retail investors, and  

• Identifying climate risk as a system risk that could impact future financial outcomes of the 
entity and clarifying director’s responsibilities for such disclosures in Regulatory Guide 
247 - Effective disclosure in an operating and financial review.18  

Calculating potential risk of climate change on banks’ balance sheets 

The Network for Greening the Financial System (NGFS) is an international body made up of central 
banks and prudential regulators with 87 global members. It aims to contribute to the development of 

 
13 https://www.chinabankingnews.com/2020/12/13/chinese-central-bank-says-it-will-include-climate-change-risk-in-policy-and-prudential-
regulatory-framework/ 
14 The Basel Committee on Banking Supervision (BCBS) is the primary global standard setter for the prudential regulation of banks and provides 
a forum for regular cooperation on banking supervisory matters. Its 45 members comprise central banks and bank supervisors from 28 
jurisdictions. The Financial Stability Board (FSB) is an international body that monitors and makes recommendations about the global financial 
system. 
15 https://www.unepfi.org/climate-change/tcfd/  
16 FSB TCFD, June 2017, Recommendations on the Taskforce of Climate-Related Financial Disclosures 
https://assets.bbhub.io/company/sites/60/2020/10/FINAL-2017-TCFD-Report-11052018.pdf  
17 Armour, C  
18 ASIC, August 2019, ASIC updates guidance on climate change related disclosure, Media release, 19-208, https://asic.gov.au/about-asic/news-
centre/find-a-media-release/2019-releases/19-208mr-asic-updates-guidance-on-climate-change-related-disclosure/ 
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environmental and climate risk management in the financial sector and to support the transition to a 
sustainable economy.  

The NGFS has developed a methodology for environmental risk analysis as well as guidance for 
prudential supervisors. The Reserve Bank of Australia and APRA are both members of the NGFS. The 
RBA has also been involved in work related to climate change risks through its engagement with the 
G20. 

APRA 

In 2016, APRA formally established a thematic supervision priority on climate change financial risks and 
began to develop supervisory guidance to support and build the capabilities of APRA supervisors in 
relation to this risk. In 2017, APRA member, Geoff Summerhayes articulated the financial risks posed 
by climate change: 

‘Some climate risks are distinctly ‘financial’ in nature. Many of these risks are foreseeable, 
material and actionable now. Climate risks also have potential system-wide implications that 
APRA and other regulators here and abroad are paying much closer attention to’19 

APRA noted its intention to step up its supervision activity of the emerging risk and its expectation that 
regulated entities would move actively to manage the risk of climate change.20 

APRA’s draft Prudential Practice Guide CPG 229 Climate Change Financial Risks21 was released in 
April 2021 and is providing guidance on how banks should manage climate change risks. The guidance 
covers APRA’s view of sound practice in areas such as governance, risk management, scenario 
analysis and disclosure. 

APRA is also undertaking a ‘first-of-its-kind’ Climate Vulnerability Assessment (CVA) with major 
Australian banks to form an initial view of the industry’s climate-related risks. These assessments will 
consider climate-related risk throughout a bank’s entire portfolio, including mortgages, business 
lending, and institutional investment across all sectors and industries. 

RBA 

While the RBA is not directly responsible for managing financial institutions’ responses to climate 
change, it has a range of responsibilities where issues relating to climate change are relevant, including 
monetary policy and financial stability. This was summed up by the Reserve Bank Governor in a 2020 
panel: 

‘Addressing climate change isn't something that is a core responsibility of the Reserve Bank of 
Australia, but what we do have a responsibility to do is to understand the economic and the 
financial implication of climate change. 

The economic implications are profound. The world is getting hotter and the climate is more 
variable. We're seeing already in Australia, perhaps more than anywhere else in the world, the 
effects of that.’22 

The RBA expects there to be first-order economic effects resulting from the physical impact of climate 
change and the transition to a less carbon intensive economy. They further note that financial stability 
will be better served by an orderly transition rather than an abrupt, disorderly one.23  

The RBA’s Financial Stability Review, released in April 2021 identifies climate change as a key risk for 
banks. 

 
19 Summerhayes, G. February 2017, Australia’s new horizon: Climate change challenges and prudential risk https://www.apra.gov.au/news-and-
publications/australias-new-horizon-climate-change-challenges-and-prudential-risk  
20 APRA, 2019, Information Paper: Climate change: Awareness to action, p4. 
21 https://www.apra.gov.au/news-and-publications/apra-releases-guidance-on-managing-financial-risks-of-climate-change 
 
22 Lowe, P., Panel participation at the 7th Australia-Canada Economic Leadership Forum, Melbourne, cited in the AFR, February 13, 2020,  
https://www.afr.com/policy/economy/rba-warn-on-virus-climate-hit-profound-20200213-p540f2  
23 DeBelle, G. Climate Change and the Economy, Speech at the Public Forum hosted by the Centre for Policy Development, March 2019, 
https://www.rba.gov.au/speeches/2019/sp-dg-2019-03-12.html  
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“Banks and insurers need to measure and address these risks early to mitigate the future 

financial risk they pose to the institution, and so also to future financial stability.”24 

“The work domestically is in line with the increasing focus globally by regulators on addressing 
climate risks in the financial sector.” 

Other influences on banks’ climate response 

Other significant guidance which has influenced banks’ responses include the following: 

ASX 

In 2020 the ASX launched a climate change risk disclosure guidance for ASX-listed entities and others 
to report against Recommendation 7.4 (material exposure to environmental or social risks) of the ASX 
Corporate Governance Council’s Principles and Recommendations (Principles and Recommendations). 
The guidance focuses on climate-change risk, a critical environmental risk captured by 
Recommendation 7.4. 

Asset managers, investment advisors, and investment managers 

The investor community is increasingly transitioning its focus towards a net-zero emissions economy. 
Two significant groups within the investor community are the Principles for Responsible Investment 

(PRI)2526 and the Net Zero Asset Managers Initiative (NZAMI).27  

The PRI has well over 3,800 members across the asset owner, investment manager, and service 
provider categories. This includes 216 Australian members. Collectively these organisations have made 
a commitment: “As institutional investors, we have a duty to act in the best long-term interests of our 

beneficiaries.”28 In respect to climate change, the PRI notes ‘Climate change is the highest priority ESG 
issue facing investors. The PRI is working to help investors protect portfolios from risk and to expose 

them to opportunities in the shift to a low-carbon global economy.”29 

The NZAMI has over 80 signatories which collectively have over USD$37 trillion in assets under 

management30. The NZAMI describes itself as “an international group of asset managers committed to 

supporting the goal of net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 or sooner.”31 Each member has 
committed to the following action: 

• ‘Work in partnership with asset owner clients on decarbonisation goals, consistent with an 
ambition to reach net zero emissions by 2050 or sooner across all assets under 
management (‘AUM’) 

• Set an interim target for the proportion of assets to be managed in line with the attainment 
of net zero emissions by 2050 or sooner 

• Review our interim target at least every five years, with a view to ratcheting up the 

proportion of AUM covered until 100% of assets are included’32 

The largest investors and fund managers in the world are taking similar action. These investors are 
major shareholders in, and the biggest funders of Australian banks and their ongoing investment is 
critical to the future strength and stability of the Australian banking sector. 

 
24 RBA, April 2021, Financial Stability Review https://www.rba.gov.au/publications/fsr/2021/apr/pdf/financial-stability-review-2021-04.pdf 
25  
26 https://www.unpri.org/  
27 https://www.netzeroassetmanagers.org/  
28 https://www.unpri.org/pri/what-are-the-principles-for-responsible-investment  
29 https://www.unpri.org/sustainability-issues/climate-change  
30 For comparison Australia’s pre-COVID GDP was USD$1.397 trillion (Source: World Bank). 
31 https://www.netzeroassetmanagers.org/#  
32 https://www.netzeroassetmanagers.org/#  
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Directors’ Duties 

In 2016, the Centre for Policy Development commissioned a landmark legal opinion on the 
requirements under Australian law for directors to consider, disclose and respond to climate change. 
That opinion concluded that ‘directors who do not properly manage climate risk could be held liable for 
breaching their legal duty of due care and diligence.’  

The release—the Hutley Opinion—helped to frame climate risk as a mainstream legal and financial 
issue in Australia’s corporate sector, sparking a series of critical interventions by financial regulators on 
climate change. The opinion was revisited in 2019, with the conclusion that climate change impact on 
the economy was inevitable and it is ‘increasingly difficult in our view for directors of companies of scale 
to pretend that climate change will not intersect with the interests of their firms.  In turn, that means that 
the exposure of individual directors to “climate change litigation” is increasing, probably exponentially, 
with time.’ 

The opinion was updated again in 2021, emphasising that “the standard of care to be exercised by 
directors with respect to climate change has “risen and continues to rise”33 

The combined effect of regulator and stakeholder action has brought to light the fiduciary obligations of 
boards to assess the potential risks of climate change on their businesses, to take mitigating action, 
and to make accurate and timely disclosures so that investors have the data to make informed 
investment decisions. 

The Climate Vulnerability Assessment work of the CFR, led by APRA, has within its sights the need to 
quantify the potential of climate risk to cause instability in the financial system. These actions are no 
different to other requirements of banks to identify, quantify and mitigate risks (such as conduct risk and 
remuneration outcomes of senior executives). This is part-and-parcel of good business practice and, in 
the case of the banking sector, essential for a stable financial system in order that export generating 
sectors can continue to transact within the economy. 

 
33 https://cpd.org.au/2021/04/directors-duties-2021/ 
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As already mentioned, nearly one third of export businesses are starting up or expanding, in 
comparison to one in five of all businesses. Education and training have the highest number of these 
business with 56% in these phases, followed by wholesale trade, Information, media and 
telecommunications, Arts and recreation services and Retail trade. This is positive considering these 
are the industries identified by this committee, as mentioned above.  

Figure 8: Businesses in start-up or expansion phase, by industry, SMEs, %, 2020 

 
Source: DBM Atlas, ABA 
Note 1: Chart only includes businesses with revenue of <$40m per annum 
Note 2: Some industries are not reported in this table due to low survey sample size 

These same industries are also optimistic about future revenue expectations. Export businesses in 
Wholesale trade, Education and training and Administrative and support services are most likely to 
expect an increase in revenue.  

Figure 9: Export businesses expecting revenue to increase in next 12 months, by industry, %, 
2020 

 
Source: DBM Atlas, ABA 
Note 1: Some industries are not reported in this table due to low survey sample size 
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Managing the impacts of COVID-19 

Australian banks were in a strong position to act as shock absorbers for customers during the COVID-
19 pandemic.  

In concert with regulators and governments, banks acted by deferring repayments on almost one million 
loans across households and businesses.  The successful program was possible in part due to the 
strong financial position of the Australian sector, developed as part of the regulatory regime outlined in 
this submission. This enabled banks to pivot and ensure that no customer was left behind when the 
pandemic hit in early 2020. 

With the deferral period now over, more than 99% of deferred loans have resumed repayments. Fewer 
than 5000 homeowners and small businesses remained on deferred loans at the end of the scheme on 
March 31 and banks are engaging directly with their customers who are still affected by the ongoing 
pandemic and related border closures. To ensure these customers continue to be supported, banks 
have increased staff numbers in their hardship teams and released an online step by step guide 
detailing the options available to customers in financial difficulty. 

Lending has continued over the past year, including to small businesses across the country. Access to 
finance through the Government’s SME Lending Guarantee and an increase in asset finance lending, 
taking account of the Government’s accelerated depreciation 2020 budget measure, has also assisted 
banks to maintain the flow of credit.  

As the recovery continues, banks will continue to support all businesses as they expand, employ and 
contribute to Australia’s vital export sector. 
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