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Dear Sir/Madam 

Issues Paper – Report on general online retail marketplaces 

General online retail marketplaces (online marketplaces) have provided Australian entrepreneurs 
and small businesses with access to new domestic and international markets.  This access has in turn 
been embraced by Australian small businesses with year-on-year (2018-19 to 2019-20) growth in 
online sales for small businesses and retail among the fastest growing industries for online orders.1   

These trends underscore the important role of online marketplaces in the economic security of their 
small business sellers.  When issues arise between online marketplaces and small business sellers, 
the lack of timely resolution can lead to a heavy economic and emotional toll on the small business’ 
operators.   

Our Office’s Assistance Line has managed 52 cases regarding small businesses’ issues with digital 
marketplaces where those businesses operate as third-party sellers since our Office’s inception.  All 
of these cases relate to eBay and Amazon.  The two most common issues raised by small businesses 
include: 

 the restriction or closure of seller’s accounts; and 

 customer refund policy problems. 

The time taken to resolve these complaints ranges from less than a week through to 26 weeks. 

The key theme of disputes between online marketplaces and third-party sellers in an inability to 
directly resolve disputes between the parties, due to the lack of a person to physically talk to.  As 
much of online marketplaces’ internal dispute resolution processes are automated, where a 
resolution is not quickly achieved and a seller finds themselves stuck in an ‘automated loop’, 
frustration rapidly grows.  We recommend the industry consider the following in improving the 
resolution of small business complaints.   

Escalation pathways 
We appreciate that online marketplaces deal with high volumes of seller-raised (as well as consumer-
raised) issues every day and a significant proportion of these are promptly resolved.  However, more 
can be done in cases where a resolution does not happen within a reasonable timeframe.  
Importantly, the definition of a “reasonable timeframe” should include an acknowledgement of the 
damage that can occur for a small business suffering a loss of revenue compared to an online 
marketplace who is likely to see no discernible drop in revenue through the issue.  Industry should, in 

                                                           
1 https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/industry/technology-and-innovation/characteristics-australian-
business/2019-20#e-commerce 






