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MASTER BUILDERS

SMALL BUSINESS IS OUR 
ENGINE ROOM
Small business has often been referred to as ‘the engine room’ of our 
economy. Master Builders director Michael McLean reports on a recent 
Bankwest and Curtin University analysis which reveals some important 
findings on the current state of small business in WA.

THE QUESTION

We are installing a new set of stairs along the side of our home between 
the front and rear yards. The height difference is about 2.5m. My 
engineer and designer have advised there are no design requirements 
for the stairs because they are not in the house so I can be as creative 
as I like. They are looking at options that are the most cost effective. I 
want the stairs to be safe also, as they are going to be used every day and 
visitors will also use them. I can’t believe there are no standards that can 
be used for the stairs. Is this advice correct?

THE ANSWER
The Building Code of Australia does not 
specifically refer to external stairs that do not 
lead to a habitable room. I agree. However, 
the Building Code includes performance 
criteria that address your circumstance, in 
my opinion. Slips, trips and falls in buildings 
cause thousands of hospital admissions every 
year and are a real and sometimes deadly risk 
that is the responsibility of the homeowner. If 
it is considered building work that requires a 
permit, the approval authority will also consider 
the design and construction of building work 
meets the intended functional statements 
and objectives of the Code, not strictly the 
prescriptive clauses.
The objective of the safe movement and 
access provisions of the Building Code are to 
provide people with safe access to and within 
a building. Given the frequency of use, and the 
level difference, these stairs are not just part 
of your landscaping, and should consider the 
design requirements for the safety of the users 
of the stairway, regardless of it not being in a 
building or providing access directly into the 
building.
I suggest you engage a registered building 
surveyor to review the design of the stairway. 

They can advise on the minimum standard 
for stair, balustrade and handrail design and 
construction, specific to your project. A building 
surveyor is a registered practitioner and 
contractor that checks compliance of building 
work against relevant Building Standards. A 
list of registered contractors is available on 
the Building Commission of WA website at  
www.buildingcommission.wa.gov.au.
The stairs should have a suitable gradient, 
provide landings and minimum tread 
dimensions and risers that are consistent and 
compliant with the Building Code. Of utmost 
importance is the inclusion of a suitable barrier 
and a handrail. Slip resistance should also be a 
consideration for the stairway.
Sometimes the codes and standards do not 
specifically nominate the circumstance, but 
there is no reason that codes and standards 
that are intended for the safety of occupants 
should not be applied where there is a clear 
situation that would pose a risk. In this case, 
you have a valid concern, and appropriate 
standards must be applied to reduce the risk.
For more information about building, visit 
the Master Builders A-Z Building Information 
Directory at www.mbawa.com. If you have any 
questions about home building or purchase 
issues, email romina@mbawa.com

ROMINA DE SANTIS, technical adviser at Master 
Builders WA, answers your questions about home building

AS of June 2016, over 218,000 small 
businesses in Western Australia 
accounted for nearly 97 per cent of 

all businesses operating in our state. These 
businesses employed over 41 per cent 
(or over 510,000) of WA’s workforce and 
contributed nearly $40 billion to the state’s 
economy.

The housing industry is comprised of 
thousands of small businesses which help 
to build the homes we live in today. These 
small businesses range from designers 
and draughtspersons to specialist tradies 
such as bricklayers, concreters, plasterers, 
plumbers, painters, tilers, cabinetmakers 
and electricians. Some of these businesses 
work primarily for the same builder whereas 
others move around the industry in response 
to the demand and workload.

Between 2013 and 2016, the number of 
small businesses in WA increased by 7.6 
per cent. Interestingly, over 62 per cent 
(140,000 approximately) of all businesses 
in WA don’t employ anyone, whereas 25 
per cent (56,000 approximately) employ 
between one and four employees.

More than 75 per cent of WA’s small 
businesses operate in the Perth metropolitan 
area compared to regional areas.

The greatest number of small businesses 
(41,500 or nearly 20 per cent) work in the 
building industry and contribute more to 
our state’s economy than any other industry 
sector, including mining.

Of all wages and salaries paid in WA in 
2014/15, small businesses accounted for 23 
per cent. One of the issues that is currently 
being reviewed at a national level is security 

of payment for subcontractors which, in the 
main, are small businesses. Master Builders 
has contributed to this review as we are 
keen to ensure small businesses are paid 
their due entitlements without having to 
impose a heavy regulatory burden on other 
businesses – the vast majority of whom are 
doing the right thing.

The strength of the small business sector 
is highlighted by the fact that although 
employment in the building industry 
decreased by 8.1 per cent between 2012-
13 and 2014-15, small businesses in our 
industry increased employment by 10 per 
cent.

The region recording the highest growth 
rate for small businesses between 2011-16 
was Jandakot following approval of a master 
plan to transform it into a commercial and 
industrial precinct.

With WA’s economy struggling at the 
moment, the McGowan government would 
do well to recognise the important role 
small businesses play when framing its first 
State Budget for release in September this 
year. Any tax relief and fewer obstacles to 
doing business would be well received by 
small businesses.

The Bankwest-Curtin Economics Centre 
(BCEC) Small Business Survey of 1500 
small businesses around WA confirms yet 
again that small business is the engine room 
of our economy.

Readers can access a full copy of 
the BCEC Report and Survey via  
http://bcec.edu.au/assets/BCEC-Engine-
Room-for-Growth-Smal l -Bus iness-
Report-2017_web.pdf.
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