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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Lockdowns in response to COVID-19 outbreaks 
are taking a significant and increasing economic toll 
on the construction industry, construction workers’ 
wages and benefits including superannuation.

The construction industry is particularly exposed to 
COVID-19 as a field which requires the vast majority 
of work to be completed onsite. While construction 
has stepped up to the challenges of COVID-19 with 
innovative responses to ensure the industry keeps 
working, the industry has still been adversely affected.

In the March quarter of 2021, the total value of 
construction work was $52 billion across Australia.  
In Victoria the average daily value of construction 
work during this period was $195 million. This doesn’t 
account for the economic flow on effects, just the 
value of construction. 

During the 112-day second Victorian lockdown in 
winter-spring 2020 – one of the longest and toughest 
lockdowns in the world – construction slowed but did 
not stop. Decision makers recognised construction 
as an essential industry. In Victoria’s third lockdown 
(February 2021), construction stopped statewide, with 
only emergency work undertaken.

Victoria’s payroll has remained low from the second 
lockdown, recovering slightly only to then drop by 5.9% 
in the week of Victoria’s third lockdown as the economy 
ground to a halt. This was in a period when the industry 
was still buffered by the JobKeeper program.

As an industry, construction was the biggest recipient 
of JobKeeper, receiving $10.62 billion across the 
program. With Victoria’s third lockdown covering 
four construction workdays, a 5.9% drop was the 
equivalent of a $75.52 pay cut per worker over the 
four days, although we recognise those lost wages 
were not shared evenly. Construction workers lost a 
total of $6.1 million per day, and a further minimum 
of $0.6 - 1.1 million in superannuation. In total, 
$24.3 million in wages are estimated to have been 
lost due to the five-day lockdown, and minimum 
superannuation losses are likely to have ranged 
between $2.3 and $4.3 million.

At the time more than 5% of workers in construction 
were receiving JobKeeper. Without JobKeeper, which 
looks increasingly unlikely to return, the effect on 
construction would have been more significant. 

The true cost to the industry, wages and conditions 
of the fourth Victorian lockdown (May-June 2021), 
including superannuation, will become apparent  
over the coming months. Superannuation is at 
particular risk, often paid months after it is accrued 
and is often caught up in company collapses. 

With a modest vaccine rollout and hotel quarantine 
failures triggering a new lockdown every month since 
November last year, further lockdowns are likely. 
This report seeks to quantify the financial cost to 
construction workers. 

Executive summary
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COVID-19 PREVENTATIVE ACTION TAKEN BY CONSTRUCTION

The construction industry has been innovative and 
proactive in protecting the industry from both the risk 
associated with COVID-19 and the risk associated 
with ongoing industry lockdowns.

The construction industry has:

 � established a COVID Consultative committee, 
to deliver a shared industry response, including 
extensive COVID-safe protocols

 � conducted COVID-19 asymptomatic testing on 
Victoria’s construction sites;

 � provided continuous screening of workers’ body 
temperature through their hard hats, vests and 
wrists fitted with wearable sensors; and

 � launched the COVID-19 Gold Standard which 
includes mandatory temperature testing on site-
entry, onsite COVID-19 marshals, contactless 
workplace mapping systems and asymptomatic 
site testing COVIDSafe work sites.

Information has also been presented in 16 languages 
to construction workers, recognising the diversity of 
the workforce.

These programs have been delivered across 
the industry through employers and employee 
organisations such as Incolink.

The Incolink Bus has conducted over 23,000 
COVID-19 tests for workers since April 2020 at over 
230 sites. COVID-19 positive workers would have 
likely remained undetected without such a high level 
of caution and attentiveness from industry.

The construction sector has responded quickly and 
decisively where cases of COVID-19 have been 
linked to worksites. For example, when a cleaner on 
a Probuild site in Melbourne’s CBD was identified as 
a positive case on 5 June 2021, the site was quickly 
closed down for decontamination, safety procedures 
were enacted and contact tracing commenced. 
Incolink stepped in to provide counselling, emergency 
payments and support.

The construction company and union worked 
cooperatively to achieve this result. These actions 
demonstrate the stance taken to protect the industry 
and the types of innovations required. 

COVID-19 preventative action taken by construction
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DAILY VALUE OF CONSTRUCTION WORK

The total value of construction work undertaken in the 
March quarter of 2021 was almost $52 billion across 
Australia.1 The Victorian share of this was $13.5 
billion. A daily average value of construction work 
done over the quarter was $195.73 million as per the 
below table. 2

1  Construction Work Done, Australia, Preliminary, ABS, https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/industry/building-and-construction/construction-work-done-australia-
preliminary/mar-2021

2 ibid

These figures take into account the period of the 
shutdown however, it does give an indication of 
the quantum of value that was lost during the four 
workdays of shutdown which would have been close 
to $800 million dollars in value, or around $196 million 
dollars per day.

Value of construction work done, chain volume measures - seasonally adjusted estimates2

March Quarter 21 Dec 20 to Mar 21 Mar 20 to Mar21 Daily value of work done*

State/Territory $m % %  $m

New South Wales 15,738.30 3.6 2.8 228.09

Victoria 13,505.60 -3.7 -10.2 195.73

Queensland 9,737.10 -1.7 -3.7 141.12

South Australia 3,051.70 9 0.3 44.23

Western Australia 7,420.80 9.8 13.3 107.55

Tasmania 776.3 -6.2 -7.7 11.25

Northern Territory 522.7 -16.4 33.6 7.58

Australian Capital Territory 879.3 3.6 -12 12.74

The economic costs of some of this would have been reduced with JobKeeper paying some wages, and in many 
cases ongoing workers receiving wages over the course of the lockdown. This is balanced against the costs of 
construction being pushed back by these four workdays and that economic activity is just lost from the economy 
on a permanent basis, as the time simply cannot be recovered.

Despite these impressive numbers for the construction sector, it is estimated that the pandemic triggered a $5 billion 
reduction in construction and building projects nationally. The industry expects to recover to pre-COVID-19 levels by 
2023.  The recovery is based on strong public investment, and business confidence. Projects like the Big Housing 
Build in Victoria, a $5.3 billion program, are vital for the sector to have continued confidence, as is confidence that the 
industry will be able to continue operating while we undertake a widespread vaccination program. 

Daily value of construction work

* Assumes: 6-day sector work week and 77 potential work days. Less 3 days of public holidays, 5 RDO’s.
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LOCKDOWNS AS PUBLIC HEALTH AND POLICY RESPONSE

Lockdowns are often the primary public policy 
response of State and Territory Governments to 
outbreaks of COVID-19 in Australia. More recently, 
short and sharp “circuit-breaker” lockdowns have 
become the norm. Since June 30 of 2020, there have 
been nine lockdowns across Australia in response, 
to relatively low case numbers, including as few as 
a single positive COVID-19 case. The most recent 
lockdown commenced on 27 May in Victoria. At the 
time that lockdown began, 26 positive tests had  
been recorded. 

3    Statement from The Premier, https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/statement-premier-72

The table below outlines lockdowns initiated after 
June 30 2020, when most states had eased the  
bulk of restrictions implemented from the initial round 
of public health orders which had been imposed  
after the first known COVID-19 case occurred on  
25 January 2020. June 30 2020 reflects when Victoria 
started to re-enter lockdown, announcing a series of 
postcodes that were required to stay at home.3  
By July 8 this was extended across the city,  
eventually developing into the world’s longest 
lockdown by the time restrictions were significantly 
eased on 28 October 2020 after 112 days.

Lockdowns as public health and policy response

8 July - 28 October 2020 18-21 November 2020 19-10 January  
(for northern part of 
Northern Beaches)

8-11 January 2021 31 January -  
5  February 2021

12-17 February 202129 March - 1 April 202124 27 April 202128 May - 10 June 2021

Victoria  
6-week lockdown begins, 
subsequently extended

map-marker Metropolitan Melbourne

profile2  770 CONFIRMED CASES 
     (191 NEW CASES ON DAY      
     ANNOUNCED)

Victoria 14-day lockdown

map-marker  Victoria wide to June 4, 
metro only to June 10

profile2  26 CONFIRMED CASES

Queensland  
3-day lockdown

map-marker Greater Brisbane

profile2  7 CONFIRMED CASES

South Australia  
6-day lockdown, was  
lifted after 3 days

map-marker South Australia

profile2  23 CONFIRMED CASES

New South Wales 
23-day lockdown

map-marker Northern Beaches LGA,  
     Sydney

profile2  38 CONFIRMED CASES

Western Australia  
5-day lockdown

map-marker Perth and Peel regions

profile2  1 CONFIRMED CASE

Queensland  
3-day lockdown

map-marker Greater Brisbane

profile2  1 CONFIRMED CASE

Victoria  
5-day lockdown

map-marker Victoria wide

profile2  13 CONFIRMED CASES

Western Australia  
5-day lockdown

map-marker  Perth, Peel and  
South West regions

profile2  1 CONFIRMED CASE

*Confirmed cases at the point of lockdown.
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LOCKDOWNS AS PUBLIC HEALTH AND POLICY RESPONSE

An interesting note on these lockdowns is related to a 
potential third lockdown in Western Australia. After one 
COVID-positive result was recorded by an individual in 
early May 2021, no lockdown occurred even though 
two of his seven housemates, both food delivery 
drivers, tested positive.4 The originating individual had 
already received his first COVID-19 vaccine.

Since the start of November, we have seen one 
lockdown every month of between three and twenty-
three days, with a total of sixty-one days. These 
lockdowns have included varying degrees of stop 
work and work from home orders. 

For much of construction, there is generally no work 
from home option. Workers in construction are often 
employed as contractors and subcontractors with 
delays in work penalised financially. For many workers 
in the industry, a day of lost work is a day of lost pay, 
and the benefits that accumulate with it. Workers can 
be hired as daily hire, part-time weekly hire and casual 
employees who are vulnerable to work stoppages.

The short notice for lockdowns and the nature of the 
industry – particularly many short-term hiring and firing 
arrangements – mean that wages and conditions 
including superannuation are under genuine risk  
from lockdowns. 

4  ABC news, Evelyn Manfield and Rhiannon Shine, Workers not fully vaccinated against COVID-19 allowed to remain in quarantine hotels despite ban, https://www.abc.
net.au/news/2021-05-07/not-fully-vaccinated-workers-continue-in-covid-hotel-quarantine/100122552

5 Labour Market Information Portal, https://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/GainInsights/IndustryInformation/Construction
6  Labour Force, Australia, Detailed, April, https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia-detailed/apr-2021#industry-

occupation-and-sector
7 National Skills Commission, pg 3, https://www.nationalskillscommission.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-11/Australian%20Jobs%20Report%202020.pdf
8 https://www.masterbuilders.com.au/Blog/Facts-Stats-on-how-building-supports-the-economy
9 Australian Industry and Skills Committee, https://nationalindustryinsights.aisc.net.au/industries/construction

SUMMARY OF THE CONSTRUCTION 
INDUSTRY

The construction industry represents 8.9% of 
Australia’s workforce with over 1.15 million people 
employed nationally. The number of workers in the 
industry has increased by 9.9% in the last five years to 
February 2021, which included the bulk of the COVID 
lockdown periods.5 More than 320,000 people are 
employed in construction in Victoria.6 

Construction has demonstrated greater resilience 
than a number of other industries throughout the 
COVID-19 pandemic, innovating along with industries 
such as health care, postal and warehousing 
services.7 The lack of broad and long-term lockdowns 
for construction contributed to this resilience.

More than $360 billion of revenue is generated by the 
construction industry, making it a key driver of our 
economy and contributing around 9% of Australia’s 
Gross Domestic Product. Construction workers’ 
income as of June 2020 was $74.6 billion8, with 
considerable flow-on effects through the economy, 
and the industry is projected to grow by 2.4% annually 
over the next five years.9 

The size and value of the industry, as well as the 
critical infrastructure it builds, means that the long-
term workforce needs are critical to the national and 
state economies. 
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LOCKDOWNS AS PUBLIC HEALTH AND POLICY RESPONSE

ESSENTIAL WORKFORCE

The construction industry throughout COVID-19 has 
generally been considered an essential workforce. 
This was reflected in decisions by Governments in 
various jurisdictions. As discussed previously, the 
state with the longest and most sustained lockdowns 
has been Victoria. 

During the lockdown announced in July 2020, the 
Victorian construction industry sought to remain 
operating while ensuring the safety of workers and the 
community, continuing to build infrastructure projects 
and support the ongoing economic viability of the state.

Victorian Premier Daniel Andrews remarked on  
4 August 2020: “Construction, which in many respects 
is the lifeblood of the Victorian economy... will scale 
back but not fully close,” and “We will continue project 
by project to look at ways we can further reduce the 
number of staff while doing so safely.”10 

The construction industry was divided into three 
parts by Government. State and civil construction, 
including major construction projects such as train 
lines or government-funded infrastructure, which 
was exempt from most restrictions; large scale 
construction including apartment buildings, factories 
and warehouses, and finally small-scale construction 
including domestic homes.

Large scale construction was capped at 25 percent of 
the usual workforce. Small scale construction, such as 
domestic home building, was limited to five workers on 
site at any one time. All work needed relevant COVID 
plans. Workers except those from certain trades could 
not blend shifts or work at more than one site during 
the announced six-week Stage 4 lockdown.11 

10  Ollie, E., 7 news, Is construction shutting down in Victoria? https://7news.com.au/lifestyle/health-wellbeing/is-construction-shutting-down-in-victoria-what-stage-4-
business-closures-mean-for-the-industry-c-1212903

11 ibid
12  Rooney, K., Master Builders warns new limits may cut $456 million in revenue from construction industry, https://www.heraldsun.com.au/coronavirus/master-builders-

warns-new-limits-may-cut-456-million-in-revenue-from-construction-industry/news-story/9a4c2e401211239231f99b9ed5b0da11
13  Clarek, C., ABC News, Melbourne’s second coronavirus shutdown sees businesses closing for good, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-08-10/melbourne-second-

coronavirus-shutdown-business-closing-for-good/12542424
14 https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-02/210212%20-%20Table%20of%20restrictions.pdf
15  Mawby, N., Herald Sun, Victorian builders to down tools for first time in COVID-19 pandemic, https://www.realestate.com.au/news/victorian-builders-to-down-tools-

for-first-time-in-covid19-pandemic/
16 https://www.heraldsun.com.au/coronavirus/snap-lockdown-lands-billiondollar-blow-to-victorian-economy/news-story/e4a471fa9c96ecfad414f0f9f03f4ecd
17  Squires, M., Herald Sun, Snap lockdown lands billion-dollar blow to Victorian economy, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-05-28/untangling-australia-s-covid-

vaccine-rollout-timetable/100156720

At the time, the Master Builders Association warned the 
restrictions could amount to daily losses in revenue of 
up to $456m, highlighting the industry’s large workforce 
and significant role as an economic driver.12 

By 10 August, KPMG chief economist Dr Brendan 
Rynne observed that the second, tougher lockdown 
in Victoria could be the end for many businesses, and 
cost construction $600 million. Dr Rynne said while 
construction employs 300,000 workers, 230,000 of 
them worked inside the lockdown area.13 

In the subsequent 5-day lockdown from February 12 
to 17, construction workers were unable to continue 
work, including at homes, except for emergency 
repairs, where there was a risk to health and safety, 
or essential services or infrastructure.14 This was 
far stricter than the second Victorian lockdown and 
affected the entire state.

The CEO of Master Builders Victoria Rebecca Casson 
said the organisation understood the reasons for the 
five-day lockdown but was disappointed that the 
industry would need to stop completely for the first 
time,15 later stating that if “this lockdown was to go on 
any longer than five days, there would be catastrophic 
economic ramifications.”16 

Both of these scenarios occurred in a period where 
JobKeeper was in place and prior to the launch 
of Australia’s vaccine campaign which began on 
February 22.17 
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VICTORIA CASE STUDY - THIRD LOCKDOWN 12-17 FEBRUARY 2021

Victoria had Australia’s longest COVID-related 
lockdown, with the state’s second lockdown running 
for 112 days. For construction, the most significant 
aspect of this lockdown is that it did not shut the 
construction industry entirely, but rather placed 
restrictions on it. 

Industry engagement with the Government was 
essential in keeping work going, and the decision to 
limit rather than ban work represented recognition of 
the role that construction plays in the economy.

In contrast, the third 5-day lockdown of February 
2021 did shut the construction industry for four 
working days (Saturday and Monday to Wednesday), 
delivering a marked impact.  

18 Government support for business, ABS, https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/government-support-business

The lockdown occurred during the period when 
JobKeeper was still available and being received by 
some businesses and workers within the construction 
sector. This is likely to have meant that between five 
and ten per cent of construction workers income 
was from the Government regardless of their actual 
employment, which is lower than during the peak 
in which just under twenty-five per cent of wages 
and other income was derived in construction from 
JobKeeper.18 

Even with this income support, the limited four 
workdays of the lockdown saw payroll numbers and 
wages decline strongly. 

Victoria case study - Third lockdown  
12-17 February 2021
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VICTORIA CASE STUDY - THIRD LOCKDOWN 12-17 FEBRUARY 2021

The payroll parity that Victoria maintained until the 
second lockdown has not yet recovered, with the gap 
remaining. While the gap closed towards the end of 
2020, this is likely to have more to do with the industry 
slowing down over the summer period, as it does 
annually. This ongoing gap demonstrates just how 
significantly the Victorian economy has contracted 
during COVID-19. Historically, Victoria has been above 
or at parity with the national employment market for 
construction. 
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VICTORIA CASE STUDY - THIRD LOCKDOWN 12-17 FEBRUARY 2021

An analysis of wages similarly shows the impact 
of lockdowns. Victoria had been a wage leader in 
construction compared to the national figures, at least 
until the second lockdown in July. 

The second lockdown saw wages drop below the 
national level, which itself took a turn downwards, 
reflecting the significant role of construction 
employment in Victoria. Victorian wages remained 
suppressed until the start of October when they 
reached parity. 

19 Masanauskas, J, Another $1bn hit to irate traders, Herald Sun Page 6, Friday, 28 May 2021

During the end of year slower period (as is historically 
consistent), Victorian wages remained close to parity 
until the third, 5-day lockdown was announced. 

The Victorian Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
estimated that the five day ‘Valentine’s Day lockdown’ 
cost Victorian business more than $1 billion.19 

WAGES - AUSTRALIA AND VICTORIA
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VICTORIA CASE STUDY - THIRD LOCKDOWN 12-17 FEBRUARY 2021

 

The third lockdown caused a one-week drop in wages 
in construction of 5.9%. For the 322,000 construction 
workers covered by the lockdown, it is likely that 
around $6.1 million was lost in wages. A further 
minimum of $0.57-1.07 million would have been lost 
in superannuation, depending on whether we consider 
the workforce to be receiving the minimum legislated 
9.5 percent of superannuation or the minimum set out 
in the most recent CFMEU enterprise agreement. The 
cost over the four days would have been $24.3 million 
in wages, and a minimum of between $2.3 and  
$4.3 million.

The time to recovery was quick, taking only four 
weeks to return to national wage parity, but even with 
this relatively swift bounce back, tens of millions in 
wages and consequential amounts in superannuation 
and other benefits had been lost.

Victoria was not exceptional, with these outcomes 
consistent with the experience in South Australia 
following the 3-day lockdown there in November, 
which caused a 5.9 percent decrease in wages that 
recovered in the following weeks.

20  Construction claims more JobKeeper wage subsidies than any other industry, ABS data shows,  https://www.soundhealthandlastingwealth.com/health-news/
construction-claims-more-jobkeeper-wage-subsidies-than-any-other-industry-abs-data-shows/

21 Government support for business, September quarter 2020, ABS, https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/government-support-business-september-quarter-2020

A question that is not immediately answered by 
this case study is the impact on investment and 
employment decisions in the industry because of the 
continuing likelihood of lockdowns. 

With JobKeeper levels of support unlikely to return, 
the construction industry faces even stronger 
exposure to losses from COVID-19.

SHIFTING COSTS, MISSING INCOME,  
AS JOBKEEPER WITHDRAWN

What may be little understood outside of the 
construction industry is just how much this sector 
of the economy relied on the JobKeeper program. 
The construction industry was the largest recipient of 
JobKeeper. 

In the first three months alone, and despite the 
industry largely being able to work through almost 
all the period of lockdown in some capacity, 80% 
of construction businesses sought to access 
JobKeeper.20  When the $90 billion program ended at 
the end of March 2021, billions of dollars in wages left 
the construction industry. 

As Australia’s vaccination rollout slowly progresses, 
the significant exposure of construction to potential 
future lockdowns remains. The construction industry 
received $10.62 billion in JobKeeper payments, 
or over $29 million per day. In comparison, 
Accommodation and Food Services received  
$7.93 billion, and Retail Trade $7.02 billion in total.

Relative to compensation of employees, which is 
employees’ wages and salaries in cash or in kind, 
and including employers’ social contributions to 
their employees, between 5 and 24.7% of all wages 
in construction were coming via JobKeeper.21 As 
JobKeeper was a wage supplement and did not 
entirely cover superannuation, in reality support for 
construction workers superannuation payments were 
even higher. 

wage  
drop

median  
construction 
worker’s wage

Victorian 
construction 
workers

in lost wages 
per day

in lost superannuation per day

5.9% 

$1,280
322,000

$6.1m
$0.57-$1.07m
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VICTORIA CASE STUDY - THIRD LOCKDOWN 12-17 FEBRUARY 2021

The chart above demonstrates the extent of 
construction industry support by JobKeeper. 

The construction industry also benefited from Federal 
Government support for cash flows, receiving the 
second highest amount of any industry and supported 
in the September quarter with $2.243 billion. This was 
10% relative to operating surplus.

Taken together, this economic support affected 
hundreds of thousands of jobs, and helped billions 
of dollars flow through to households. These dollars 
are no longer in the industry and, so far, even where 
new lockdowns have been announced there is a 
strong sense that the government does not intend to 
reinstate a similar level of financial support. 

22  Butler, B, Victoria’s Covid industry shutdown to throw one in seven of its workers out of employment. The Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/
aug/03/victorias-covid-industry-shutdown-to-throw-one-in-seven-of-its-workers-out-of-employment

When Victoria announced its six week lockdown that 
extended to 112 days, industry groups expressed 
concern that a significant number of subcontractors 
wouldn’t survive a significant contraction, and that 
contractors and subcontractors were likely to end up 
in disputes over who should pay the cost of delaying 
projects.22 JobKeeper and boosting cash flows 
ameliorated much of the potential damage.  
Now without these supports, and with the continual 
long-term threat of lockdowns, we are entering a 
period of significant risk for the construction industry 
and its workers.
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VICTORIA CASE STUDY - THIRD LOCKDOWN 12-17 FEBRUARY 2021

Source: ABS, Government support for business series
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SUPERANNUATION AT GREATEST RISK FROM VULNERABLE CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY OPERATORS

While JobKeeper paid construction industry wages, 
the normal amount of superannuation owed to an 
employee remained the responsibility of the employer 
as it did in all industries. As it was, a quarter of all 
superannuation payments in the September quarter 
were received because of JobKeeper preserving 
employees’ wages in construction. Cash flow support 
further added to the confidence of businesses to  
keep going.

Employees’ superannuation is at even greater risk 
than wages, on the basis that it is often paid well after 
it has been accrued and is often the last payment to 
be made by an employer. Currently legislation allows 
for employers to pay superannuation almost four 
months after it has been accrued, and at minimum  
28 days after it has been accrued. 

23  Government support for business, September quarter 2020, ABS, https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/government-support-business-september-quarter-2020; and 
Treasury Factsheet: JobKeeper Payment, https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-04/Fact_sheet_Info_for_Employers_2.pdf

It is not uncommon for employers to not pay 
superannuation when they collapse or exit the 
industry. Examples abound like SA Structural – a 
building manufacturer that is claimed to not have 
paid superannuation for a year prior to its collapse, in 
February this year, when it reportedly owed more than 
$3.6 million in unpaid superannuation to employees.23  

Construction workers are unfortunately highly 
vulnerable to not receiving superannuation.

Superannuation at greatest risk from vulnerable  
construction industry operators



A cost benefit analysis of on-site vaccinations     |     Prepared by The Insight Centre for Incolink 16

VACCINATION ROLL OUT AND TIMELINES

The recent Federal Budget, and the commentary 
in the days that followed, made it clear that there 
remain strong risks to widespread vaccinations in 
the Australian community, with ramifications for the 
construction industry, its workforce, and the wages 
and superannuation income generated by it. 

There is no clear or committed timeline to see 
widespread vaccinations available to all members 
of the community and the workforce. As evidenced 
by the public comments of the Prime Minister, the 
timeline has repeatedly shifted from 4 million vaccines 
doses by the end of March, to 40 million doses by the 
end of October, to between 20 million and 40 million 
by the end of October, to 40 million by December 
12, then 6 million by 10 May and so on and so forth. 
By 11 May 2021, 2.74 million actual doses had been 
administered.24  

24  Ting, I., Scott, N., & Palmer, A., Untangling Australia’s vaccine rollout timetable, ABC News, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-05-28/untangling-australia-s-covid-
vaccine-rollout-timetable/100156720

25 RMIT ABC Fact Check, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-06-04/coronacheck-vaccine-rollout-outside-top-100-mark-butler/100186682

There is no clear end point for widespread 
vaccination, and having missed multiple previous 
targets, it is a reasonable expectation that there is 
unlikely to be a great deal of change in the near term 
and especially as related to the construction industry. 
Looking at the current rate of vaccination – which has 
jumped to a record high driven by the fourth Victorian 
lockdown and is likely to slow as the lockdown eases 
– Australia can expect to reach the 40 million doses 
needed to fully vaccinate the adult population in 
March 2022.25 

Vaccination roll out and timelines



A cost benefit analysis of on-site vaccinations     |     Prepared by The Insight Centre for Incolink 17

OPTIONS TO PROTECT THE CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY

The construction workforce has a median age of 
38, comparable to the median age for all workers 
which is 39. This median age ensures that workers 
in our industry who are not already candidates for a 
vaccine will be shortly. On 27 May, Victoria opened 
up vaccines to those aged between 40 and 50 years 
old. A near majority of workers in construction are 
therefore already eligible, in addition to those under 
40 who may be eligible owing to their personal 
circumstances or health status 

Shortly, we would expect that a very clear majority of 
construction workers would be eligible for vaccination. 
Beyond eligibility, the issue then moves to ensuring 
that construction workers act on their eligibility.

The process of vaccination has in many states 
moved to hubs, including in Victoria. As of the latest 
lockdown on 27 May, no hub for vaccination west 
of St Albans, or south or east of the Yarra River to 
the Victorian border is open after 5pm. Typically they 
open only during business hours. These hours do not 
necessarily fit in with the construction workforce. For 
working people, especially those in full-time work like 
84.3% of construction workers, vaccines may need to 
come to workers.26 

It is therefore incumbent on the construction industry 
to consider proactive options for widespread 
vaccination, acknowledging the difficulty in workers 
being able to access vaccines, beyond the immediate 
challenge of vaccine hesitancy.

There are benefits to vaccinations being administered 
at work sites, as already occurs in a number of 
industries. Construction already receives onsite 
health programs on mental health, flu vaccines, and 
COVID-19 testing. 

26 Vaccination Centres, DHHS, www.coronavirus.vic.gov.au/vaccination-centres 

These programs have been successfully deployed 
by Incolink – a construction industry body that also 
manages redundancy in the industry.

Incolink and Coinvest have modelled the cost of on-
site vaccinations for high risk sites within  the Victorian 
construction industry. This includes Victoria’s transport 
infrastructure projects, priority projects and large scale 
residential and commercial developments at a cost 
of $3 million, with a rollout schedule enabling 70% of 
these workers to be vaccinated with first shot by the 
end of September and 80% fully vaccinated by end of 
December.. This compares with an estimated $6.7 - 
$7.2 million in lost wages and superannuation per day 
of lockdown.

 

Options to protect the construction industry

COVID-19 VACCINATION PROGRAM 
DELIVERY COSTS

Assumptions:
 � 50,000 vaccinations in 4 months
 � Up to 10 onsite vaccination clinics / 10 

vaccination nurses per day across the 
construction industry

 � Onsite vaccination clinics
 � Oversight by dedicated Medical director 

and administrative support

Seeking funding $2.93m* for 100 clinic days 
(4 months*)

Funding required to provide comprehensive 
onsite vaccination program delivering 
50,000 vaccines

100 Vaccination Clinic Days  $2.93m

 � Onsite vaccination clinic costs  $2.1m 
(100 clinic days x 10  
vaccination nurses per day)

 � Medical director, project  $0.24m 
coordination and support

 � Facility and equipment  $0.59m
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OPTIONS TO PROTECT THE CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY

McKinsey, in a recent US employee survey, found 
the impact on the likelihood of receiving a COVID-19 
vaccine increased 83% when onsite vaccination 
programs were offered by an employer. The only 
better result registered was where an employer 
offered paid time off to receive a vaccine and for 
any recovery.27 This work is supported by similar 
conclusions from EY (formerly Ernst and Young) which 
supports onsite vaccinations by employers.28  

The Harvard Business Review in their presentation 
on vaccine hesitancy acknowledged: “Humans like to 
do what their friends and neighbors are doing. This 
makes social networks a powerful tool to encourage 
vaccination. For many, the workplace remains one of 
their most important social networks.”29   

27  Azimi, T., Heller, J., Latkovic, T., & Sabow., Getting to work: Employers’ role in COVID-19 vaccination, McKinsey, https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/
pharmaceuticals-and-medical-products/our-insights/getting-to-work-employers-role-in-covid-19-vaccination

28  Garfield, S., Aluko, Y., & Eslami, N., EY, What is an employer’s role in addressing vaccine hesitancy and accelerating the path back to the new normal?, https://www.
ey.com/en_us/covid-19/what-is-an-employers-role-in-addressing-vaccine-hesitancy-and-accelerating-the-path-back-to-the-new-normal

29  Jones, J., Levin-Scherz, J., & Noblick, J., Harvard Business Review, How Employers Can Reduce Vaccine Hesitancy, https://hbr.org/2021/03/how-employers-can-
reduce-vaccine-hesitancy

Vaccinations are a protection to industry and the 
broader economy, in addition to their primary 
health impact. Showing support for vaccines 
by administering them on worksites represent a 
significant opportunity to create easy access and 
overcome resistance to vaccines, whether that is a 
result of convenience or concern, and is a protection 
against any industry shut down.
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CONCLUSION

Victoria’s third lockdown saw wages drop by 5.9 
percent in one week, $6.1 million per day for each of 
the four working days of lockdown or $24.3 million 
cumulatively. The minimum superannuation losses 
over the same period are between $0.57 million per 
day and $1.07 million per day, or $2.3 to $4.3 million 
cumulatively.

During this period the construction industry was still 
receiving JobKeeper. Construction was the biggest 
beneficiary of the program, receiving $10.62 billion. At 
its height, JobKeeper was supporting a quarter of all 
construction wages and payments. 

Construction remains a key driver of economic  
growth in Victoria. The value of construction work is  
$195 million per workday. It is critical that construction 
can thrive throughout the period of COVID-19.  
Across Australia construction generated $52 billion  
in value in the March quarter alone, and it will  
continue to generate significant economic dividends 
for our community. 

In the absence of a vaccine, the construction industry 
has shown leadership in its timely and proactive 
responses to COVID-19. A vaccine is now available, 
although the existing programs are modest, and are 
seeing patchy compliance in even the most high-risk 
industries such as aged care. Providing workplace 
vaccinations is one approach that shows evidence of 
effectiveness. 

With a new lockdown every month since November 
last year, it is clear that challenges remain ahead for 
construction – challenges which the industry must be 
ready to meet.

Conclusion

From this analysis, the following is known or are potential losses where a widespread construction shut 
down occurs as a result of COVID-19:

1. During the third Victorian lockdown direct losses of between $26.6 - $28.6 million in wages and 
superannuation occurred.

2. Each work day of any future lockdown puts at risk more than $195 million in the value of construction. 
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