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The BCA represents the CEOs of over 100 of the leading corporations in Australia with a 

combined workforce of more than one million people. The BCA’s goal is for Australia to 

be the best place in the world in which to live, learn, work and do business. Through 

research, communication and advocacy, BCA members pursue economic, social and 

environmental policy outcomes for the benefit of all Australians. Our goal is for Australia 

to consistently rank in the top five OECD economies as measured by GDP per capita.  

The government has proposed a set of reforms for Australia’s shipping industry following 

the release of the October 2008 report of the House of Representatives Standing 

Committee for Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Local Government 

titled Rebuilding Australia’s Coastal Shipping Industry.  

The proposed reforms include changes to licensing that would alter the arrangements for 

granting foreign operators access to Australia’s coastal trade, taxation reforms to better 

match Australian arrangements with those faced by international operators and other 

initiatives such as introducing accelerated depreciation allowances.  

Coastal shipping services are an important part of Australia’s transport, distribution and 

logistics sector. The cost and availability of shipping services is an important factor 

determining the competitiveness of Australian firms operating in global markets.  

The BCA recommends that the government task the Productivity Commission with 

assessing the economic and productivity impacts of the proposed shipping reforms and 

the implications for the cost and availability of domestic shipping services. The 

Productivity Commission should also be asked to assess the proposals against 

alternative reform options to deliver economic benefits in the national interest.  

The Productivity Commission could be asked to report in May 2011 along with the reports 

of the three reference groups being established by the government to consider 

implementation of the reform package.  

As the committee’s final report acknowledges, Australia has a large coastline and is 

highly dependent on shipping to freight most of our goods exports and around one 

quarter of our domestic freight movements. Australia’s remoteness from markets relative 

to the OECD average is estimated to reduce GDP per capita by as much as 10 per cent. 

We are a price taker for most products in global markets, therefore higher transport costs 
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typically result in lower prices received and ultimately lower wages paid to Australian 

workers. 

A key objective of any legislative reform of Australia’s shipping industry should be to lift 

Australia’s global competitiveness by raising the efficiency and lowering the cost of 

transporting Australian goods by ship. We recommend that this objective be made the top 

priority for assessing the proposed reforms by the reference panels.  

The committee’s report claims that the strongest argument for revitalising Australia’s 

shipping industry through these reforms is economic. Neither the report nor the 

government’s discussion paper, however, provide an estimate of the net benefits of the 

reforms for the Australian economy or an objective assessment of whether alternative 

approaches can deliver better economic outcomes, such as pursuing greater 

liberalisation of Australia’s shipping sector. 

There are concerns within industry that current regulation of the industry is leading to less 

competition and higher costs. The application of the Fair Work Act is understood to be a 

key factor behind international operators withdrawing from the Australian market. BCA 

members are reporting rising freight rates and the concern is that the proposed reforms, 

particularly changes to the permitting regime, could further raise costs. 

It is important that the proposed reforms have the effect of reducing costs and improving 

services for users of Australian shipping services. If these outcomes do not follow the 

reforms will be counter-productive. Businesses will have an incentive to choose 

alternative land-based transport options or to source products from overseas rather than 

ship them interstate.  

Robust economic analysis, endorsed by an independent economic agency, is necessary 

to demonstrate that the proposed reforms are the best policies to support the growth of 

Australia’s economy. While the discussion paper suggests that a full regulatory impact 

statement will be prepared, the economy-wide impact of these proposals warrant a full 

assessment by the Productivity Commission. 


