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Businesses paying bills faster, but COVID’s not 

done yet 
 

Wednesday, January 13, 2021 – Payment times for Australian businesses improved across most 

industries in December, notwithstanding seasonal adjustments, according to the latest data 

from CreditorWatch.  

 

But just when we thought we were in for a ‘COVID normal’ Christmas, Santa delivered snap 

lockdowns and border closures that have the potential to play out in next month’s data and 

threaten the nascent economic recovery. 

 

According to the CreditorWatch Business Risk Review for December 2020, 15 out of 19 industry 

groups have reported a reduction in the time it takes to pay their bills. Despite this, there’s 

variance across different industries, with a challenging business environment producing 

‘winners’ and ‘losers’. 

 

“The reduction in payment times reflects better economic conditions at the end of 2020. 

However, lockdowns and border closures at the end of the year due to COVID have the potential 

to stymie this,” said CreditorWatch CEO Patrick Coghlan. 

 

“But there’s a lot of potential for a quick recovery, similar to that experienced in the middle of 

2020 when the original lockdowns were removed. Sectors such as accommodation and food 

services could demonstrate a strong comeback when existing restrictions and border closures 

are put to bed.” 

 

What are the most recent payment trends? 

 

● Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing: This sector turned in a remarkable performance 
throughout 2020, after a decade of tough times thanks to the impact of drought. But 
COVID threatened this trend in December, with payment times up by 38 per cent, 
compared to an annual reduction in 50 per cent for the year. It’s possible this sector is 
being impacted by the dearth of labour to harvest this year’s crops. 



 

● Manufacturing: There was a marked improvement in the December result as payment 
times came down by seven per cent, demonstrating the renewed strength of a local 
manufacturing sector growing to meet demand no longer filled by imports. 

● Construction: Payment times were down by three per cent in December, which reflects 
the federal government’s HomeBuilder program supporting the industry. This sector 
tends to be a bellwether given it runs on a negative cash flow basis, so this result is 
positive for the economy as a whole. 

● Wholesale Trade: Payment times were down by three per cent for December, although 
the annual figure reflects a strong negative trend. The monthly result should indicate a 
turnaround in conditions in wholesaling and is also a sign of economic strength. 

● Retail: Also a good news story, with a 31 per cent reduction in payment times in 
December. Although on an annual basis payment times are up for retail, the sector 
performed well during the year, supported by online sales, grocery and forced spending 
in the domestic market due to COVID restricting overseas travel. 

● Accommodation and Food Services: Payment times were down by eight per cent in 
December and down by 41 per cent over the year. This may seem surprising given 
lockdowns but this result was supported by consumers buying locally and coming out in 
force to travel within Australia after the post lockdown restrictions in the middle of the 
year. What remains to be seen is how this sector will perform subsequent to the COVID 
outbreaks in December. 

● Transport, Postal and Warehousing: A stellar improvement in December for a sector 
plagued by COVID-induced delays in the middle of the year, creating bottlenecks that 
have subsequently been resolved. 

● Rental, Hiring and Real Estate: The December result reflects a booming residential real 
estate market as Australians shift around the country seeking tree changes and sea 
changes, with payment times coming down by 27 per cent.  

● Administration and Support Services: The 12 per cent reduction in payment times 
could reflect workers’ return to offices from the work-from-home setting in place mid-
year, creating demand for these services. This could change in January given recent 
COVID outbreaks and a possible reluctance by employers to continue encouraging staff 
to return to offices.  

● Education and Training: Another positive is a reduction in payment times in this sector, 
which was hard hit by the withdrawal of international students from the market early in 
2020. 

 

Industries Annual % change Month % change 

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing -50% 38% 

Manufacturing 32% -7% 

Construction 40% -3% 

Wholesale Trade 114% -3% 

Retail 29% -31% 

Accommodation and Food Services -41% -8% 



 

Transport, Postal and Warehousing 110% -53% 

Information Media and Telecommunications 20% 33% 

Rental, Hiring and Real Estate Services 0% -27% 

Administrative and Support Services 177% -12% 

Education and Training 42% -23% 

Health Care and Social Assistance 285% 11% 

Arts and Recreation Services 78% -3% 

 

What are some of the emerging trends in external administrations? 

 

External administrations were up by 23.4 per cent in December, following a rise of 4.4 per cent 

in November. But annually, they have dropped by 32.4 per cent. This reflects the impact of the 

temporary moratorium on insolvent trading, which ended on 31 December.  

 

The number of companies entering voluntary administration is likely to rise through 2021, 

notwithstanding new provisions that give smaller businesses until 31 March 2021 to negotiate 

with their creditors to allow them to devise a plan to continue trading and work out their debts. 

 

CreditorWatch Chief Economist Harley Dale says although insolvencies are likely to rise this 

year, business failure - even for firms with mounting debts - are not a given and there are 

plenty of opportunities for struggling outfits to resolve their issues. 

 

“It is yet to be seen whether the pattern of insolvencies will be orderly, sporadic or volatile but it 

appears we are not headed for a steep cliff of business failures, which are likely to take time to 

feed through the system. What’s key is for businesses to work with experienced advisers and 

start to negotiate with creditors now. That’s going to be the best way to continue trading even 

through difficult economic periods. Insolvency is not inevitable,” he said.   

 

How are court actions likely to play out through 2021? 

 

Court actions against insolvent firms are down by 39 per cent on an annual basis and by 12 per 

cent in December, after dropping through the year after the temporary moratorium on 

insolvent trading was introduced in March. This trend is expected to reverse given the end of 

these provisions from April onwards, or even earlier.  

 

Defaults also continue to trend down – but where to from here? 

 



 

There was an eight per cent drop in defaults in December, after large declines in defaults of 67 

per cent in November and 68 per cent in October, with an annual reduction in defaults of 45 

per cent. This trend is likely to reverse as the effect of the end of the moratorium on insolvent 

trading works its way through the economy.  

 

What’s the outlook for credit? 

 

The big unknown is what impact current COVID restrictions in NSW and VIC and border closures 

will have on payments and which industries will gain or lose. These actions will likely dampen 

economic activity for December and part of January, especially in areas such as tourism, 

entertainment and hospitality.  

 

The current COVID outbreaks also demonstrate the volatile economy and trading conditions 

that are likely to prevail in 2021, especially given a new, highly transmissible strain of the 

disease is just emerging. This could prompt further lockdowns with resultant economic   

impacts.  

 

The expected rollout of the COVID-19 vaccine from March onwards could dampen the impact of 

future outbreaks on credit and be positive for the economic recovery. The key message for 

businesses is to engage experienced advisers, act early and keep the communication lines open 

with creditors to ride through this period and beyond.  

 

Data accurate as of January 1 2021. ASIC data subject to change. 

 

 

– ENDS    – 

 

Media Contacts: 

 

Hayley Schubert 

Sling & Stone 

hayleyschubert@slingstone.com   

0431 651 418 

 

Mitchy Koper 

GM Communications and Marketing, CreditorWatch 

mitchy.koper@creditorwatch.com.au    

0417 771 778 

mailto:hayleyschubert@slingstone.com
mailto:mitchy.koper@creditorwatch.com.au


 

 

About CreditorWatch 

 

CreditorWatch is a digital credit reporting agency, headquartered in Sydney. From sole traders 

through to ASX listed companies, more than 50,000 Australian businesses now use 

CreditorWatch to make affordable, informed credit decisions, avoid high-risk customers and 

ensure they get paid on time. CreditorWatch customers can easily search for and monitor the 

credit history, court actions, payment defaults and insolvency notices associated with any 

business entity in Australia (including sole traders, trusts and partnerships) giving them an 

incredibly accurate picture of the risk posed to their business.  

 

The company was founded in 2011 and has offices in Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane. Find out 

more at www.creditorwatch.com.au. 
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