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The BCA’s founding 
 
 
The BCA was born in extraordinary times. Men of great 

vision created an organisation that was able to represent 

Australia’s senior business leaders. In the dialogue that 

followed, the BCA was a key player in the formation of the 

Accord, which freed Australia from a vicious inflationary 

cycle and subsequently laid the foundation for many of the 

reforms that have contributed so much to Australia’s 

prosperity over the last 25 years. 

 

What is different today? 
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Times today are no less extraordinary. The role for 

organisations like the BCA is just as important today as it 

was in 1983. However, just as the economic 

circumstances and challenges have changed, so has that 

role. 

 

If I was asked to encapsulate how that role has evolved, I 

would characterise it as a transition from a view that ‘what 

is good for business is good for Australia’ to one which 

believes that ‘what is good for Australia is good for 

business’. 

 

What does this mean in practice? It means that the BCA 

has sought to extend its contribution to the public debate 

to cover a number of broader issues. Issues which are 

fundamental to creating a prosperous Australia. An 

Australia which will deliver prosperity for all Australians, 

including business. 
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The BCA has a vision 
 
 
The BCA has a vision that would see Australia as the best 

place in the world in which to live, learn, work and do 

business.  If this aspiration is to be achieved, Australia 

must keep doing the things which have brought prosperity 

over the past quarter-century.  We must continue to 

address and progress a significant reform agenda.  Many 

of the things that we see as critical components of that 

agenda are those that the Rudd Government has also 

identified and committed to reform.  Business regulation, 

climate change, education, taxation, infrastructure 

investment and trade.  A long and formidable list.  Prime 

Minister, we applaud your government for its commitment 

to tackle these challenges. 

 

These are not narrow sectoral issues but the cornerstones 

on which a growing and prosperous nation is built.  
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Today’s business leaders recognise that they have 

responsibilities to a broad range of stakeholders, not just 

shareholders. Working Australians benefit from Australian 

business success. The combined workforce of the BCA’s 

100 member companies totals more than one million 

people. 

 

These 100 companies also help other stakeholders. They 

help the customers who buy their products and services. 

They help the suppliers who sell to them. And they create 

a disproportionate number of vital investment and trade 

connections with the rest of the world. 

 

 

 

Here’s another contribution: tax revenue. The corporate 

tax paid by BCA members in 2006–07 was greater than 
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the total Australian Defence Force budget. Count not only 

the tax paid by BCA members but the tax collected and 

administered on behalf of others, and BCA members 

alone provide almost a quarter of the federal 

government’s revenues. This would be sufficient to pay for 

all federal and state government spending on health, or 

two-thirds of all federal and state spending on social 

security and welfare. 

 

Business also contributes to the community through direct 

contributions. I am not talking here about personal 

philanthropy by individuals, but about giving by 

businesses. The recent Giving Australia report estimated 

Australia’s total business giving, including sponsorship, as 

exceeding $3 billion. 

 

Today’s CEOs are passionate about the issues that 

underpin our national success.  Issues which were less 
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prominent on the BCA’s agenda in the 1980s or even the 

1990s – issues such as educating the next generation of 

Australians, and fixing the national shame that is the plight 

of our Indigenous communities. 

Education 
 
 
A highly educated population is critical to Australia’s 

economic prosperity. Creating and applying ideas is the 

most important driver of growth in today’s global economy. 

This year the BCA has put forward a number of ideas for a 

better-educated Australia. Their common theme is this: 

great education comes from great teachers. Perhaps our 

most noticed contribution this year has been our argument 

that our education system should reward the best 

teachers much more than it does now – that they should 

be paid as much as $130,000 a year. 

 

Many of our members are also involved in the Australian 

Business and Community Network, led by Matthew Quinn 
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of BCA member company Stockland. Employees of these 

firms, including the CEOs, take responsibility for 

mentoring students, mentoring teachers and principals 

and helping kids with their reading. 

 

In these and many other ways, business is involving itself 

more and more in Australia’s national discussion on 

education. 

Health 
 
 
The BCA is now beginning to devote the same sort of 

attention to health policy as it has given to education 

policy. The Intergenerational Reports suggest that health 

costs may rise to 20 per cent of GDP by 2045, and will 

consume increasingly unsustainable proportions of 

government outlays. 

 

A healthy population is also critical to Australia’s economic 

prosperity. The BCA’s Healthy Australia Task Force met 
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last month with preventative health experts and confirmed 

that at least 30 per cent of our health burden is 

attributable to lifestyle issues. 

 

The three biggest dangers to Australians’ health are all 

lifestyle choices: alcohol consumption, drug use and 

obesity. A recent study by Access Economics has 

estimated, for example, that obesity – through its 

contribution to diabetes, cardiovascular disease, 

osteoarthritis and some cancers – costs society more than 

$8 billion a year. 

 

Poor health is clearly linked to lower productivity. 

Absenteeism and presenteeism – employees coming to 

work sick and unproductive – have been estimated to cost 

$7 billion and $25 billion respectively each year. If we can 

reduce these costs, benefits will flow to individuals, 

organisations and Australia overall. 
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Such figures remind us that Australia’s single biggest 

health challenge is to prevent health problems occurring in 

the first place. BCA members are among the leaders in 

taking responsibility for preventative health in the business 

community, with programs such as employee health 

checks, drug and alcohol counselling, and initiatives to 

improve employee fitness – everything from psychological 

counselling to Weight Watchers at Work. 

 

Changes in our lifestyle are influenced by schools, 

workplaces and advertising. The workplace plays a central 

role in educating Australians about changes to their 

lifestyles. If half of the one million people employed by 

BCA members carry to their families the message of a 

healthier lifestyle, we can touch more than two million 

people. 

 



The Business Council of Australia: Achieving More Collectively Greig Gailey 
BCA 25th Anniversary Dinner 30 October 2008 
STRICTLY EMBARGOED UNTIL DELIVERY AT 7.45PM, THURSDAY 30 OCTOBER 2008 

 
 

 10 

The BCA can now commit to ensuring the preventative 

health message is carried to every one of our member 

businesses over the next two years. 

 

Indigenous issues 
 

Let me turn now to our greatest national shame – the 

plight of Indigenous Australians. Only one out of every 

four Indigenous Australians will live to reach the age of 65. 

That’s less chance than a native of poverty-stricken, war-

torn African nations like Ethiopia, Burundi or Mozambique. 

 

There is no public issue that creates more personal 

passion among BCA CEOs than the plight of our 

Indigenous communities. This will surprise many people. 

But anyone who spends time talking about the issues with 

today’s crop of CEOs will quickly confirm it. CEOs like 

Ralph Norris at Commonwealth Bank, Andrew Michelmore 

at OZ Minerals, Michael Andrew at KPMG and Geoff 
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Dixon from Qantas – I could have picked any of a dozen 

more – these business leaders have been aggressively 

involving their organisations in the quest for ways to 

improve the lot of Indigenous Australians. 

 

I know firsthand from my previous life the difficulty of this 

challenge. But the past quarter-century of Indigenous 

policy shows all too clearly that we need new thinking 

here. 

 

And it is clear from successful programs and feedback 

from communities themselves that business engagement 

can make a positive contribution in this area. 

 

So tonight I would like to announce a number of BCA 

initiatives to help make that a reality.   

 
• In the coming months the BCA will establish a 

business–Indigenous network across member 
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companies to help share information and experiences – 

good and bad – and to help build new partnerships and 

opportunities. 

 

• The BCA will develop a Reconciliation Action Plan of its 

own by the middle of next year, matching those already 

in place or being developed by some 20 BCA member 

companies. 

 

• We will work with Reconciliation Australia to develop a 

targeted toolkit for our members looking to develop 

such plans in the future. 

 

• And we will report on the Indigenous engagement 

strategies, outcomes and experiences of our member 

companies each year from 2009. 

 
Finally, it is clear that if we are to close the gap for 

Indigenous Australians, we will first need to strengthen 
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Indigenous communities. So we have asked the Koori 

Resource and Information Centre in Shepparton to partner 

with us to help us better understand the challenges 

confronting Indigenous communities, and to work with us 

on strategies to deliver a better future for their community 

and others. 

 

I don’t for a minute underestimate how difficult these 

challenges are. But we are excited to be taking them on. 

 

Finally, to oversee these initiatives, the BCA will form an 

Indigenous Engagement Task Force. 

Responding to crisis 
 
 
I cannot finish without mentioning the global financial 

crisis that has engulfed the world over the past two 

months. 
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We have seen in the past few weeks that Australia stands 

at least some chance of escaping the worst damage from 

the crisis. And we have seen sensible short-term 

measures to cushion us against the world downturn. 

 

It is important to understand that this comes after years of 

sensible reform. And it is important now to continue that 

reform push. 

 

In our submission to the Australia 2020 Summit, the BCA 

said Australia must anticipate success. This is even more 

important in the face of global crisis than it was in the 

‘rosier’ times of early 2008. 

Conclusion 
 
The BCA is a unique Australian institution. It is uniquely 

resourced, networked and capable of building consensus 

in Australia’s business leadership.  
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Over the past quarter-century, the BCA has been the 

policy partner with governments and the community that 

contributes practical, big-picture economic policy thinking 

and business support for national reform. 

 

The BCA has always tried to distinguish its contribution by 

having well-researched and documented arguments. The 

respect that the BCA enjoys is a tribute to Katie and her 

professional secretariat and is reflected in the extent to 

which its views are heard and heeded in the public arena. 

 

The BCA can play a very important role in helping to 

ensure Australia’s future prosperity.  This is a role that we 

want to play. 

 

I consider myself very fortunate to be president in this – 

the BCA’s 25th – year and to have this opportunity to 

contribute personally, in some small way, to the future 
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prosperity of this great nation. However, I fully and publicly 

acknowledge that this opportunity only arises because of 

the contribution of the many exceptional leaders who 

preceded me and who together laid the foundation for 

what the BCA is today, and the many members in this 

room that continue that tradition. 

 

Thank you. 

 
[ends] 
 


