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We study the labour market effects of bushfires and floods within
Australia over the past two decades, focusing on gender as a
determinant of vulnerability. Whilst floods unambiguously increased
the labour supply of both genders (creating around 13,500 jobs per
year), the likelihood of female employment is particularly vulner-
able to bushfires, falling by 1.6 percentage points (or around 5,000
jobs per year). This effect is partially explained by industry sector,
with bushfires lifting overall male employment through industries
including mining and transport, while reducing more female-
dominated services sector participation. We also examine intra-
household dynamics, finding strong evidence for an ‘added worker’
effect.

I Introduction
Climate change has been named one of the

biggest threats of the twenty-first century (Cost-
ello et al., 2009) and is predicted to increase the
frequency and severity of natural disasters. Each
year natural disasters cost Australia an average of

$38 billion (Deloitte Access Economics, 2021)1

and impact around 20,000 individuals.2 As well
as the costly direct effects of natural disasters,
including property destruction and adverse health
impacts, bushfires and floods also represent one of
the most frequent and severe sources of exoge-
nous shock for regional labour markets.

Natural disasters can generate adverse effects
for local economies through: reducing firm pro-
ductivity by destroying productive capital or
disrupting supply chains; demolishing part of
the housing stock; and dampening consumer
spending as individuals save for reconstruction
(Boustan et al., 2020). While these effects are
generally more pronounced within developing
contexts where social security systems remain
underdeveloped  (Belasen  &  Polachek, 2009;
Kirchberger, 2017), large effects of natural dis-
asters on employment have also been well doc-
umented  within  advanced  country  settings,
including  Australia  (Groen  &  Polivka, 2010;
Ladds et al., 2017;Groenet al., 2020).
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This paper seeks to systematically examine the
effects of nearly two decades of bushfires and
floods on individual labour market outcomes
within Australia. In contrast to many existing
studies which  have commonly examined  the
effects of natural disasters at the state or national

o

gendered consequences in regional labour mar-
kets. Firstly, we research whether different gen-
dered responses to natural disaster might reflect
the sectoral nature of these events. We expect that
demand for reconstruction services will stimulate
employment and wages growth in typically male-
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effects of natural disasters at the state or national
level   (Ladds et   al., 2017;   Ulubas ̧o  ̆glu
et al., 2019),3 our paper explores the labour
market effects of these events at a finer level of
geographic detail. We exploit exogenous varia-
tion in the timing and Statistical Area Level 4
(SA4-level) location of disaster occurrence to

employment and wages growth in typically male-
dominated industries such as construction and
engineering. In contrast, we expect job losses and
reductions in hours worked to be more pro-
nounced in sectors vulnerable to reduced discre-
tionary spending such as hospitality and tourism
where females generally account for a greater


