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Introduction 

Thank you Warwick and the ANZ for hosting today. Thanks also to Stephen and the 
team at the Committee for Sydney for inviting me to come along and speak about my 
new role with the Business Council of Australia and where I think our members can 
make a real difference to Australia’s long-term prosperity. 
 
I especially welcome this opportunity because the things that most resonate with me 
about the Committee for Sydney have a lot in common with the focus we’re taking at 
the BCA.  
 
Specifically, I want to talk about how our members, who are some of Australia’s most 
successful business leaders, can and should make a real difference in steering the 
policy settings needed to secure Australia’s long-term prosperity.  
 
Not only through the success of their businesses, important though that is, but also 
through the contribution they make to the development of good, evidence-based 
public policy in the long-term national interest of our country. 
 
This afternoon, I’d like to give you a snapshot of the context I see us operating in at 
the moment and then turn to the focus I want to bring to the BCA 
 
I only want to speak quite briefly before opening things up for questions and 
discussion. Given the synergy of approaches I detect with the Committee for Sydney 
and the experience of people in the room here, I am keen to use the opportunity to 
get your ideas, and to get your reaction to some of ours. 
 
Let me explain why I think we have much in common. 
 
Firstly, members of the Committee for Sydney have a focus on the long-term 
success of the city. You transcend short-termism to imagine and pursue what’s 
possible for the city. You also understand that acting in the interests of Sydney is not 
a narrow focus because if Sydney doesn’t work, Australia’s strength is compromised. 
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Your approach balances economic, social and environmental objectives, recognising 
that prosperity, liveability and protecting a way of life that Australians hold dear, are 
not mutually exclusive.  
 
Your vision for Sydney incorporates a global perspective, recognising we are not 
living in a bubble here. 
 
And your vision respects that different citizens cherish different aspects of the city. 
 
It’s an approach which demonstrates how, despite what sector we come from and 
despite our differing priorities, there is much common ground in our aspirations for 
this city and Australia as a whole. 
 
At the BCA, we try to remind people that large business is not some separate, elite 
entity that is cut off from the rest of the Australian community. Our members employ 
well over a million people. Millions of other Australians are shareholders in member 
companies, either directly or through their superannuation. 
 
And ultimately, in the same way that Australia’s fate is linked to Sydney’s, it is most 
certainly linked to the success of our largest businesses. If they don’t work, the 
economy fails and if the economy fails, prosperity dries up. 
 

Context 

So, before sharing some of my ideas for the BCA’s forward work plan with you, let’s 
take a quick snapshot of where the Australian economy is at present. I think this 
helps explain my sense that there has probably never been a more challenging, 
more important time for business to take a leadership role in advancing public policy 
solutions. 
 
While national growth figures for the last quarter show Australia’s economy going 
backwards for the first time since the onset of the global financial crisis, most 
commentators still see this result as a ‘one-off’ associated with Queensland floods.  
 
Leaving aside net exports, the National Accounts suggest the rest of the domestic 
economy is not in bad shape. The government’s Budget forecasts project a step-up 
in economic growth and continuing high levels for our terms of trade are expected to 
support strong investment and high levels of national income.  
 
But the reality is, and many of you would be aware of this in your own businesses, 
the overall picture masks significant differences in the performance of different 
regions and different sectors – the so-called two-speed or patchwork economy. 
 
The wealth being created in the manufacturing, transport, healthcare and financial 
services sectors is well down and the high dollar is posing real challenges for 
businesses with an export exposure. No figure highlights Australia’s two-speed 
economy better than business investment expectations (as measured by the ABS 
Capital Expenditure survey). While overall business investment is expected to 
increase by 12.4 per cent this year compared with last year, mining sector 
investment is expected to grow by 62 per cent, but the combined investment in all of 
the non-mining related sectors is expected to fall by 23 per cent. 
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Another concerning feature of Australia’s economic landscape in recent times has 
been our relatively poor productivity performance. Over the past year, labour 
productivity has fallen by 0.6 per cent.  
 
We know that improving productivity is the key to improving our overall economic 
performance and increasing our living standards. But addressing the productivity 
challenge requires a steadfast commitment to real economic reform.  
 
This very broad snapshot of economic activity is really about two key messages or 
concerns that we believe need to drive our work program at the BCA. 
 
The first is we are very concerned that there is a policy complacency about tackling 
productivity and the transition in our economy. We hear talk of the need to manage 
the transition but we are yet to see any detailed agenda on how to raise productivity 
and increase competitiveness. 
 
The second is more of a worry. A worry I have, and many BCA members have, that 
our current policy settings, carbon tax, MRRT etc., and the uncertain environment we 
operate in, are risking the competitiveness and potential growth of the very sectors 
that are the backbone of the economy. Their success is what gives Australia the 
opportunity to shore up a more resilient and more diversified economy beyond the 
boom. The question is: are we putting a handbrake on these sectors of the economy 
and are we compromising investor confidence? 
 
Business leadership and the BCA work program 
 
This brings me to the body of work the BCA is honing in on at the moment, and the 
reason for my earlier comment that the leadership role for business is more 
important than ever in advocating and driving serious economic reform. 
 
I’m not talking about reform in a limited, self-serving sense. But reform that 
recognises the very real opportunities and risks Australia faces in a changing world. 
And that strives to ensure we have the kind of economy that delivers on the 
aspirations Australians hold for themselves and for the kind of society they want us 
to be. 
 
It’s an easy truism to suggest that business leaders only get involved in public policy 
to further their own company-specific interests. While I never really subscribed to 
that over-simplification, my role at the BCA gives me a bird’s-eye view on not only 
the motivation of senior business people in serving the national interest, but also the 
incredible talent and experience they bring to the table. 
 
Our members are people who know how to innovate. They know how to plan for 
long-term success, to manage risk and come up with creative solutions to all manner 
of challenges. They understand and in many cases do business in a global context. 
 
In coming together as they do through the BCA, they are able to transcend political 
cycles to consider the kind of policy settings we need to deliver on serious national 
objectives. 
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This is why I was attracted to the job at the BCA and it’s why I am absolutely 
convinced of the critical role business can play in providing leadership in 
researching, influencing and communicating good public policy.  
 
The communications responsibility is arguably the most important because, 
ultimately, we won’t convince politicians to pursue reform if they don’t believe a 
sizeable proportion of the voting public will back it. That’s why we have to tell a story 
of economic reform that’s real for people. 
 
I’ll come back to the importance of the reform narrative in a moment. But let me take 
a couple of minutes now to run through the five focus areas we’re looking at the 
BCA, and some of the main chunks of work that sit under them. 
 
Each of these overarching categories has been identified in terms of how policies 
that sit inside them affect productivity. 
 
The first is concerned with getting the economic policy setting right to drive 
competitiveness and investment.  
 
This involves comprehensive tax reform that effectively raises revenue but also 
addresses the role of the tax system in providing incentives. 
 
• What do we need our tax system to do? How do we structure it to meet our fiscal 

requirements, to drive investment, to be efficient and to achieve the right mix of 
taxes that reduces Australia’s over-reliance on direct taxes? There are many who 
argue that we are overly reliant on direct taxation and this puts us at odds with 
our competitors and, moreover, reduces the investment capacity of individuals 
and companies. 
 

Getting the economic policy settings right also means understanding the nature of 
global competitiveness and our opportunities from China, managing the terms of 
trade boom and getting value for money on government spending. 
 
• How do we really unleash the potential impact of China? 

 
• How should Australia be managing sovereign wealth? How do we use the mining 

boom to make our economy more resilient?  
 

• It also includes asking what kind of simple rules should we adopt to lock in fiscal 
discipline based, e.g. what is the budgetary discipline we should adopt in terms 
of surplus to GDP?  

 
The second area takes in the BCA’s work in making sure we have business 
environments in Australia that support innovation and growth. That includes 
principles and processes for good regulation and pursuing the seamless national 
economy. 
 
• What policy settings underpin effective and efficient markets?  
 
• How do we minimise barriers and distortions that are limiting Australia’s trade 

and investment opportunities in Asia? 
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• In short, how do we remove cost and make it easier to do business and mobilise 
capital to where it can be most profitable? 

 
Thirdly, we’ll be doing some serious further work around optimising infrastructure for 
growth, particularly looking at the barriers to investment in infrastructure and also the 
role and design of proper cost benefit analyses. We believe much of the community’s 
concern about population growth is caused by underinvestment and poor planning of 
infrastructure. 
 
• What are the obstacles to delivering major private and public projects in 

Australia? 
 
• How do we get long-term infrastructure plans linked to the fiscal strategy of 

states and the federal government? 
 
• How do we get a national energy strategy to ensure that we have affordable and 

emissions-efficient energy for a growing population and growing economy? 
 
The fourth of our interconnected areas of work encompasses the role of labour 
markets and workplaces in driving productivity. This involves a broad perspective on 
how we deepen Australia’s knowledge and skills base and better utilise human 
capital. 
 
• How do we continue to address current, increasingly problematic skills 

shortages? What are the education/training policy reforms? What is the role of 
migration policy? 

 
• What are the barriers to greater participation by under-represented groups? How 

do we enable the labour market flexibility to facilitate economic growth? 
 
Fifth, we want to examine the productivity of government itself. To look at the 
different roles and responsibilities of different levels of government, the performance 
of the federation and the urgent need to employ microeconomic reform to big 
spending areas like health and the needs of an ageing population. (If health blows 
out as a percentage of government outlays, it will mean other areas cannot be 
funded). 
 
• How does Australia keep government spending in check to ensure a resilient 

economy into the future?  
 
• Where are the hot spots (health) and how can we adopt microeconomic reform to 

ensure these areas are meeting the community’s needs in a cost-effective way? 
 
• What is the right role for government at each level and where should government 

allow the private sector to do what it does better?  
 
And finally, while it doesn’t sit under one of these specific headings, the BCA 
remains committed to the leadership role it plays in Indigenous engagement, where 
members are developing innovative approaches to employment, economic 
development and promoting inter-cultural awareness and respect. 
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In all of these areas of work, our approach is that it’s not enough for the BCA to say 
what’s wrong with existing policy. We have the responsibility and the talent to 
research and advocate how it could be done better. To offer policymakers 
implementable alternatives.  
 
We need to put forward a comprehensive, long-term reform agenda that paints the 
detail of policy settings that will work. 
 
But as I said earlier, while all of this policy work is important, a fundamental 
challenge for the BCA is conveying to the community how a more resilient, more 
diverse, more globally connected, bigger economy relates to their living standards 
and their lives.  
 
And to have the community recognising the contribution business leaders make in 
this space – through their day jobs and through the experience and skill they bring to 
public policy discussion. 
 
It can be very convenient to portray big business as the bad guy when governments 
are trying to offset the political impact of complex policy.  
 
The greedy miners.  
 
The big polluters. Big polluters who are polluting our atmosphere. 
 
I’m sure there’ll be some discussion around the tables this afternoon about the 
carbon pricing package but I imagine you would be surprised if I didn’t say 
something about it now. 
 
For a start, let me just say it annoys me that it’s so easy for groups to suggest 
business is not interested in the environment and only acts for self-interest.  
 
I can honestly say that in my previous role as a consultant to business, and in my 
new role at the BCA, I have not met a single business leader who isn’t interested in 
the environment and who doesn’t recognise climate change as a risk management 
issue that requires action. 
 
The question for us is what’s the right mix of action for Australia that takes account 
of: the pace of international action; the structure of our economy and its capacity to 
cope; and what’s actually effective in terms of reducing emissions. 
 
The fact is we haven’t had that conversation in Australia. We’ve been talking climate 
politics rather than climate policy. 
 
So, returning to my earlier point, we are not having the right conversation overall that 
will sell the Australian community on the need for genuine, far-reaching reform of our 
economy – reform that may be difficult but will ultimately grow national prosperity.  
 
It bothers me that even the word “reform” is so overused that it’s unfair to expect 
people to take our calls for it particularly seriously. I’d welcome your views on this, 
but maybe we’d be better off describing the importance of economic reform in terms 
of the family car needing a major service so it stays on the road for longer and keeps 
the family safe. 
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Certainly, I see it as one of our main tasks at the BCA to promote that new 
conversation in Australia because if we don’t, we run the very real risk of missing out 
on what we could be. I seriously believe the long-run story on the carbon tax will be 
the Australia we might have been. 
 
The broad church that is the Committee for Sydney illustrates the key theme of that 
conversation, I believe. 
 
It’s about building common ground across the community on what we want for this 
city Australia, and on our shared responsibility in achieving it. 
 
But fundamentally it’s a call for an end to complacency that we both share. 
 
The problems facing Sydney now are a mini-version of the risks we confront 
nationally. 
 
There was once a view that Sydney would just keep growing and that its natural, 
economic and cultural advantages would mean a self-propelling momentum towards 
prosperity. 
 
But that didn’t happen. 
 
The failure to take Sydney in for maintenance and a regular overhaul have had real 
economic and social consequences. 
 
Sydney’s contribution to GDP has fallen. New South Wales, once the strongest fiscal 
state in the federation, is now 4th on the list, the city is hamstrung by chronic 
congestion and the failure of services and infrastructure. A huge task for an incoming 
government that now has to strip down the engine and start again. 
 
Things don’t just happen because we want them to. They happen because 
governments create the policy environment to unleash capital, productivity and 
innovation. This is the only way to raise our living standards. 
 
Our sense at the BCA is that there is a good deal more common ground on these 
things than some politicians give credit for. It’s a matter of developing and promoting 
a persuasive case and then asking people to back it. 
 
The Business Council of Australia approaches its reform agenda on this basis.  
 
We have a special responsibility, we believe, to help the community understand the 
interconnectedness of our prosperity and the policies we need to secure economic 
growth in all of our interests. 
 
I would very much welcome your feedback on how we can best go about that 
communications task, and any other aspects of what I have had to say this 
afternoon. 
 
Thank you. 
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