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Prime Minister, Mr Howard; your excellencies; ambassadors of the USA and 

Indonesia; ministers and shadow ministers, distinguished guests; ladies and 

gentlement. Distinguished Guests all: Thank you all for joining us here 

tonight.  

The BCA’s Annual Dinner is obviously the high point in our calendar and I’m 

pleased so many of you are here to enjoy it.  

I wanted to take this opportunity to summarise the outcomes and 

achievements of the Business Council over the last year; to talk about the 

direction in which we’re headed and, finally, to make some comments about 

the topical issue of global warming. 

Locking in Prosperity Agenda – The Past 12 Months 

Throughout 2006, the BCA has continued to focus its energies on the need 

for ongoing reform to important areas of the economy. These include reforms 

to the way we plan our investments in key areas of infrastructure such as 

water, energy and transport; reforms to keep our tax system internationally 

competitive; reforms to create more flexible work places; and reforms to ease 

the regulatory burden on our businesses. 

The BCA’s thesis is simple – the prosperity currently enjoyed by most 

Australians has resulted from the economic reforms of the past two decades 

– but the benefits of those reforms are eroding. 

The need for reform is just as great when the economy is performing strongly. 

A prosperous economy provides both the scope to think strategically about 

the future as well as the resources to make the changes needed to lock in 

sustained growth. Yet we also recognise that when times are buoyant it’s not 

easy for governments to set out and pursue a new reform agenda. 

To their credit, Australian Governments led by the Prime Minister and state 

and territory leaders have taken up the reform challenge over the last 12 

months. In the past year, we have seen commitments to red tape reform, 
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infrastructure renewal, workplace reform and tax. We also have seen the 

Council of Australian Governments, representing our federal, state and 

territory leaders, grasp the nettle and refocus its attention on important 

national reforms. 

The Federal Government has put in place politically difficult – but 

economically necessary – reforms to workplace relations that build upon the 

changes that have played such a critical part in Australia’s job growth and 

economic expansion. We’ve also seen much-needed changes in tax rates 

and rules to keep Australia competitive in attracting professional and skilled 

labour. 

The Business Council has also been active in other important areas of policy. 

We’ve sought to redefine the discussion about innovation and how we can 

leverage our innovation potential for future growth. On international trade, we 

have been consistently pressuring governments for meaningful outcomes in 

both bi-laterial and multilateral trade talks. 

But renewed debate on reform hasn’t always led to progress. 

We are still to see structural tax reform – particularly in business taxation. 

There is a growing gap in Australia’s business tax burden and that levied by 

our competitors. In fact, the corporate tax burden in Australia as a proportion 

of GDP is nearly twice that of the United States and the United Kingdom. We 

urgently need to remedy this if Australian businesses are to compete 

effectively in the global economy. 

The BCA has also been disappointed with the pace of reform of Australia’s 

water system which too often turns a sufficient source of supply into scarcity. 

We need to put management of this vital resource on to a more sustainable 

footing – and that requires better planning, better teamwork between 

governments and some tough political decisions. 



BCA President’s Address Michael Chaney AO 
BCA Annual Dinner 13 November 2006 

 
 

 4 

In all, despite the often slow pace of reform, we believe we are making 

progress; and we are determined to keep the pressure on governments in 

each of these four key reform areas. 

Passing on Prosperity – BCA’s Emerging Agenda 

Over the course of our work in the past 12 months, one thing has been made 

abundantly clear. As a nation, we risk confronting every 10 or 20 years the 

same reform barriers and economic imbalances that we are tackling now if we 

do not address a number of key underlying issues. Failing to resolve them will 

mean continuing to expend our energies on minimising the impact of our 

weaknesses, rather than building upon the nation’s strengths and 

advantages. 

For some years, the BCA has been using focus groups to consult with the 

community about their opinions, concerns and aspirations for Australia and its 

place in the world. Through this work we have detected a potentially 

significant shift in the Australian mindset. 

As I noted in a recent address to the National Press Club, this emerging 

mindset positions us as a nation to tackle problems that a decade ago would 

have seemed intractable. I believe it has the potential to lift Australia to a new 

trajectory of economic growth and community achievement – providing it’s 

recognised and nurtured. 

Let me summarise this change. 

● Instead of being focused on basic needs, I believe Australians are 

increasingly more focused on how they might go about locking in 

wealth and the prosperity they’ve worked hard for. 

● Instead of being risk-averse and inward looking, Australians are 

more accepting of risk and more confident we can meet the 

challenges of competition. 
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● Rather than waiting for others to provide, Australians see 

themselves shaping their present and future proactively. 

All these attributes can be best summarised in terms of a transition from 

‘battlers’ to ‘aspirants’. A robust and prosperous economy has played a big 

part in this change.  Fifteen years of unbroken growth have allowed many 

Australians to look beyond their basic needs and become more capable and 

more confident than ever before. I’m not suggesting this mindset change is 

universal – people struggling economically continue to be focussed on more 

fundamental needs – but we do see a discernible shift overall. 

There does seem to me to be a great opportunity for our political leaders to 

build on this mindset change by setting out a vision for the nation. Amongst 

other things, that would help to place into context and help Australians 

appreciate all the reform steps we need to make along the road to future 

prosperity. 

As business leaders responsible for companies employing one million 

Australians and producing much of the nation’s prosperity, we’re excited by 

this change. It speaks directly to the challenges and opportunities our 

companies face on a daily basis as we seek out new markets, develop new 

products and meet our competition with confidence.   

So we not only want to recognise it. We also want to see it develop and be 

encouraged so it can be harnessed. One important way the BCA can play a 

leading role in harnessing this change is by reshaping its thinking around a 

more aspirational, longer-term agenda.  

Central to the BCA’s emerging policy agenda is fixing our dysfunctional 

system of federal–state relations. Major economic and social challenges, now 

and in the future, cannot be solved by one government alone.  Recent 

advances at COAG point to a good deal of co-operation between Canberra 

and the states – and what’s possible when there is a real willingness jointly to 

progress reform.  
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But we can’t be sure this will always be the case.  Australia urgently needs 

more collaborative structures that allow our governments to work together as 

a rule, not an exception. The BCA’s paper on federalism, released recently, 

described how this could work. 

Secondly, we need to do more to improve the international performance of 

our services sector. Services are now a driver of growth in the global 

economy and will increasingly dictate Australia’s future growth prospects. Yet 

it’s clear from Australia’s developing two-tiered economy that we need to 

broaden and deepen the contribution of services. We can’t rely indefinitely on 

our minerals and resources sectors to drive prosperity. So we have to make a 

much bigger effort to take maximum advantage of that growing global 

demand.   

Thirdly, we need to develop a greater understanding of business investment 

in the community, through corporate social involvement.  Despite strong 

growth and prosperity, it’s fair to say that business reputation remains low.   

Business clearly needs to do more to inform the community and government 

about the scope of its contribution not just to the economy but also to the 

wider society. Better understanding of those activities will help to build a 

deeper appreciation of business’s value to the nation.  In turn, this should 

result in more considered business policy – policy that recognises the 

business of business is also the business of the community. 

The final emerging policy area for the BCA will focus on ways to increase 

participation in prosperity. The vast majority of Australians have fared well 

financially and materially over the past decade. Yet there are many in our 

community who – because of cultural, economic or other social or physical 

constraints – remain outside the mainstream of the economy. As a result, a 

decade of unprecedented prosperity has largely passed them by. The 

challenge for both government and business is to extend real opportunities for 

workforce participation to these Australians so they can directly engage in the 

economy. In particular we need to make sure that sufficient resources are put 
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into nurturing and developing our children and youth – the greatest resource 

for our future prosperity. 

In each of the four areas I’ve just outlined, the BCA will be developing and 

articulating considered and in-depth policies over the course of the next year 

and advocating them directly to governments, policy leaders and the 

community.  

They will not only help the BCA progress its core policy areas of tax, red tape, 

workplace relations and infrastructure but I’m confident they’ll also take the 

current reform debate to a new level. 

Climate Change 

Let me turn to one final, important issue facing Australia and the role and 

response of business to it; namely global warming.  

I’m not going to enter the debate about the connection between increased 

greenhouse gas emissions and atmospheric warming. Some still argue 

against such a connection but they are now in a very small minority.  

The more relevant fact is that the public generally accepts global warming as 

an inevitability – and that is likely to drive any political response. 

If you accept the latest mean estimates of the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change, the effect of greenhouse on our climate and way of life over 

the next century appears to be quite managable.  

If, however, you focus on the more extreme end of the range of possibilities, 

as Sir Nicholas Stern did in his recent analysis, we could be facing dramatic 

effects. 

I must say I am of the school that thinks of this issue in the same way that I 

think of home insurance. I doubt if my house will burn down but I’m prepared 

to pay a premium just in case. 
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The solutions to global warming are, however, very complex. They involve 

balancing competing demands – namely fostering economic growth while 

cutting emissions and providing assistance to industries and communities that 

may be adversely affected.  

Governments around the world, including our own, are finding it difficult to 

bring together these competing demands and come up with lasting solutions.  

The Australian Government has been criticised for not doing enough; but I 

believe their actions have been measured and responsible. It would have 

been reckless to have thrown away Australia’s competitive advantage by 

following other nations with completely different economies and little to lose – 

and to have done so for no effective environmental benefit. 

We should acknowledge the value of the Federal Government’s White Paper 

on energy two years ago and the contribution it has made to focussing our 

efforts on low emissions technology as a major part of the solution. It also 

highlighted that an effective and sustainable solution requires a multi-faceted 

approach – a combination of fast-tracking new low emission technologies, 

increasing energy efficiency and energy conservation.  

The Government also deserves recognition for its role in initiating and 

developing the Asia-Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate – 

otherwise known as AP6. 

On the corporate side, we must also acknowledge the achievement of 

companies which have been participating for the last decade in the 

Greenhouse challenge. That program has not only led to significant emissions 

reductions but has also made a big contribution to raising awareness and 

establishing rigorous reporting systems, efforts which have largely gone 

unsung. 

Kyoto – Good Start but Not the Solution 

But, as the White Paper itself stated, an essential part to tackling the problem 

remains an internationally agreed and accepted market framework – a 
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framework that provides economies with real and lasting incentives to cut 

their emissions without suffering disproportionate impacts.  

While Kyoto was a first attempt at such a framework it hasn’t worked because 

of its inflexibility in dealing with global developments – notably the rise of 

China and India – and as evidenced by the failure of most of its signatories to 

meet their emissions reduction targets; but Kyoto has served a useful 

purpose in generating debate on the greenhouse issue 

I believe, however, that calls for Australia to sign up to Kyoto run the risk of 

distracting us from developing more meaningful solutions. We need to move 

on and think about the post Kyoto world beyond 2012. 

 Long-Term Solution - A Global Market for Emissions 

The basis for a valid long-term solution to reducing carbon emissions is a 

market-driven global compact. It has to be global because climate does not 

acknowledge national boundaries – and because all nations must participate 

to minimise the impact on individual economies. It has to be market-driven 

because only a clear and unambiguous link between carbon emissions and 

market value can provide both business and the community with a consistent 

and long-term motivation to reduce emissions.  

At the outset we must agree on the preconditions for a global market so we 

can design a far more effective and lasting response than what’s currently 

available through Kyoto. Critically we must agree on the best way we 

determine the market value of carbon emissions and the best market 

mechanisms to allow carbon emissions to be bought and sold like any other 

good or service. And at the same time we have to make sure this framework 

encourages – not excludes - the participation of all countries. 

It is in this area that the BCA’s efforts will be focussed in the near term – 

namely identifying from the perspective of business the conditions necessary 

for an effective global market.  
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In recent times Australia’s role in the region and in the world has been 

elevated. Our role as peacekeeper, helper and mentor in the region and 

beyond is well recognised and respected. This has been a central part of the 

new aspirational Australia I referred to earlier.  

I would encourage the Australian Government to use its leadership and 

heightened influence to extend the good work and consensus achieved 

through AP6. The links at both government and business levels that have 

been developed through this forum – particularly with the key emitters in the 

region, including the United States, China and India - are significant. We have 

a great opportunity to use them to provide an important bridge to increased 

global co-operation in addressing climate change. 

Interim Steps – Leveraging our Involvement in AP6 

We have to recognize that achieving the goal of a global market will take time. 

But there are a number of initiatives we can pursue in the interim to reduce 

our own emissions and encourage others to do likewise. 

First and foremost, we must step up our efforts to develop and deploy 

emerging technology to reduce carbon emissions both domestically and 

internationally. We should also leverage our commitment to AP6 to fast-track 

technological solutions of benefit to both Australia and members of this forum. 

But we also believe that AP6 holds the key to developing a global market, 

owing to the fact that its members include the world’s largest current and 

future carbon emitters. Australia should use its influence to encourage the 

development of a pro-forma trading market within the AP6 group, as a 

precursor to the development of a global market. Given the significance of the 

AP6 nations (USA, China, India, Japan), this route has a better chance of 

leading to an effective global market than any other. Such an approach – 

involving working closely with the United States – should also enable 

Australia to anticipate and respond to any change the US makes to its own 

position on Greenhouse. 
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In summary, we now need to take the lessons from Kyoto and develop a new 

framework for a global agreement that cuts emissions in the long-term. For its 

part, the BCA will focus its near-term efforts on identifying the principles to 

achieve an effective global market for carbon emissions. 

Conclusion 

Ladies and Gentlemen I’ve outlined tonight a number of reform highlights and 

successes; but more importantly I have wanted to use this address to outline 

a number of important reform challenges for Australia. The BCA shares the 

Prime Minister’s view that the reform race is never finished – the finishing line 

constantly recedes. 

We’re better placed than any time in living memory not only to lock in the 

prosperity of the current growth cycle, but to pass it on for future generations. 

That requires vision, confidence and perseverance – but these are qualities I 

believe Australia possesses in abundance. 

I’d like to thank the BCA Membership for their valuable support and individual 

contributions during my first year as BCA President. I’d also like to thank the 

BCA Secretariat – and in particular the Council’s Chief Executive Katie Lahey 

– for its work and diligence in progressing the BCA’s agenda on so many 

fronts.  

Thank you again for joining us tonight. Shortly I’ll introduce our guest speaker 

the Prime Minister of Australia, the Honourable John Howard. 

 

Ends. 


