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Business cannot stand by and watch the debate on 
infrastructure – so crucial to Australia’s future prosperity 
– be sidetracked or retarded. 
 
It is critical that there be a national infrastructure reform 
agenda which ensures impediments to growth are 
removed.  To effectively develop such an agenda there 
need to be regular audits of Australia’s key infrastructure 
co-ordinated through the Productivity Commission.   
 
 
Introduction 
 
• This summit provides a significant opportunity to re-

energise the infrastructure debate and to ensure that 
sound public policy decisions are made with regard to 
the long term infrastructure needs of Australia. 
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• Infrastructure investment plays a key role in 
supporting Australia’s economic growth and 
productivity.  

 
• The BCA and its Member CEOs have dedicated the 

past year to a detailed examination of the state and 
capacity of Australia’s infrastructure and what needs 
to be done to underpin Australia’s future growth. 

 
• The BCA has reported extensively on its findings, and 

put a rational, practical proposed solution to 
Government earlier this year.  

 
• Now six months later, it is worthwhile reflecting on the 

progress made and the importance of the next steps. 
 
Why reform is essential to Australia 
 
• Over the past 20 years, reform has come to be the 

“constant” theme underpinning the evolution of 
economic policy in Australia. 

 
• Reforms in areas such as the financial sector, labour 

markets, taxation, competition policy and education 
have helped us to achieve the prosperity we now 
enjoy and to sustain growth rates nudging 4 per cent a 
year. 
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• The benefits of reform are not restricted to economic 
growth and the creation of a more competitive 
environment for business.  They have spread to all 
Australians through an increase in real wealth, jobs 
and opportunities, and they have added to the 
business tax revenues that have enabled Government 
to fund enhanced services to the community. 

 
• But the good times will not continue of their own 

accord – we have to accept the need to continue 
working at ongoing and significant reform if economic 
growth and advances in Australia’s well-being are to 
be sustained. 

 
• The BCA has identified four priority areas to lock in 

Australia’s prosperity over the next 20 years. 
 
• Infrastructure is one of these four priority areas. It 

provides an essential foundation for business to 
generate growth and wealth, to be productive and to 
be competitive.  

 
• The other three areas of reforms are to reduce 

taxation levels, to remove red tape and to ensure a 
simpler and more flexible workplace relations system. 

 
• In recent weeks the Government has made some 

significant announcements in the areas of workplace 
relations and business regulation which are to be 
commended. 

 
• We are looking for the same spirit of reform in 

infrastructure and taxation. 
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Key planks in the BCA’s infrastructure policy 
 
• The Boston Consulting Group has estimated that 

Australia has an infrastructure asset base valued 
around $300 billion. 

 
• We might be able to “guestimate” a dollar figure for the 

asset base itself.  We don’t, however, have a clear 
picture of the condition and capacity of Australia’s 
infrastructure assets.  Nor do we have a clear feel for 
the areas in which capacity and service gaps currently 
lie or will emerge in the future.   

 
• There is a void in terms of publicly available and 

consistent infrastructure data.  The Productivity 
Commission made this point in April and the Export 
Infrastructure Task Force made the same point in 
June.  Clearly, there is no clear baseline against which 
current performance or future needs can be properly 
evaluated. 

 
• On behalf of its major corporate members, the BCA 

has called for a national integrated infrastructure 
reform agenda covering urban and rural water, energy 
and emissions, and road and rail transport.  We have 
urged strongly, as the most workable solution, that this 
should embrace all tiers of Government. 
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• This is not about centralised planning – far from it – it 
is about stimulating informed public debate about key 
infrastructure issues, and about clarifying 
accountabilities.  It is about using COAG to facilitate 
co-ordination of policy formulation and decision-
making across the different levels of Government. 

 
• We live in a Federal system.  We accept that.  But we 

don’t accept that Federalism must necessarily 
constrain us to suboptimal outcomes.  BCA’s appeal 
to Federal and State Governments is to look for a 
better way to identify and manage emerging 
infrastructure bottlenecks before they create 
bottlenecks and impediments to growth. 

 
• COAG met on 3 June.  At this meeting, COAG agreed: 
 

• to hasten the long term planning being 
undertaken under Auslink; 

• to extend Auslink planning and co-operation to 
ports; 

• to better co-ordination of logistic chains; 
• and to better harmonisation of road and rail 

regulation.   
 

• Importantly, COAG also agreed to each Jurisdiction 
providing a report to COAG every five years on 
infrastructure. 

 
• COAG set up a working party of senior officials to 

advise it by the end of August 2005 on the 
implementation of the agreed proposals. 
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• It appears however, that COAG’s working party won’t 
report back until beyond the end of this year.  There is 
a risk that its findings won’t get back to the COAG 
table until well into the first quarter of next year.  

 
• This timeline, and the lack of interim publicly available 

reporting to date, means that forward-looking 
processes leading to the identification and rectification 
of infrastructure bottlenecks may not even commence 
until well into calendar 2006.   

 
• There must also be a risk that the infrastructure 

stocktake process itself will be a limited one and will 
be conducted on a phased basis and over a 
considerable period of time.   

 
• Such an approach would be very disappointing and 

would come at a considerable cost to Australia’s future 
growth and well being.  In this context, we have 
pointed out that increased investment in infrastructure 
could yield a $16 billion annual benefit to Australia’s 
GDP if properly implemented.  

 
• As we see it, a comprehensive upfront National 

infrastructure audit conducted through the Productivity 
Commission, is critical if we are to get transparency 
and publicly available information.  We will then be in 
a better position to target and remove impedients to 
infrastructure development, to establish a better basis 
for effective planning, and to track future progress. 
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The threshold issues 
 
• In April, the BCA launched its own Infrastructure 

Review and Action Plan.  It was well received. 
 
• Our proposal took up pages and pages of the national 

broadsheet, The Australian.  It put our case for 
strengthening Australia’s infrastructure framework. 

 
• However, no-one but Government can resolve these 

strategic and policy issues.  It is now the responsibility 
of Governments to take action. 
 

• The BCA set out four primary tasks for COAG or a 
similar body: 

 
− The publication of a two-yearly state of the nation 

infrastructure report encompassing all jurisdictions 
and co-ordinated through the Productivity 
Commission. 

 
− To draw up a national integrated infrastructure 

reform agenda covering urban and rural water, 
energy and emissions and road and rail transport; 

 
− To set down specific roles and responsibilities 

between levels of Government to reduce buck-
passing on infrastructure problems and solutions;  

 
− To agree on specific plans and timetables with firm 

targets for action, and robust mechanisms to 
prevent backsliding. 
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• The upfront infrastructure audit is critical to the 
identification of impediments and the measurement of 
progress in addressing these impediments. 

 
• The Infrastructure Task Plan was a major piece of 

work for the BCA, but its key recommendation, to us, 
was not revolutionary.  It was based on performance 
management, accountability and governance – the 
things that the corporate sector is tested on every 
minute of the day. 

 
• One misstep and we are quickly punished – by 

customers, competitors, shareholders or regulators. 
 
• So, in putting our proposal to Government, we felt safe 

in the knowledge that what we were recommending 
was sound, legitimate and credible. 

 
• The report struck a popular chord, especially among 

business leaders but also in the wider community. 
 
• It resonated among those who feel the daily effects of 

our poorly co-ordinated infrastructure.  
 
• It also helped to blunt claims by certain parties – often 

single-issue interest groups – that funding is the 
magical answer to all our infrastructure issues.  

 
• Our thesis has subsequently been supported by work 

carried out by a number of other highly regarded 
organisations, including some of the partner 
organisations of this summit. 
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• And the COAG meeting in June accepted the 
challenge.  However, with the COAG committees 
apparently not reporting back until next year, we have 
an emerging concern that the momentum for reform 
may be lost. 

 
• Public awareness and transparency about the state of 

our infrastructure, its fitness for purpose and adequacy 
to meet future demand, form a critical basis for making 
effective decisions. 

 
• We must return to an energetic debate on the 

conditions of our infrastructure that leads to decisive 
action and not wait another six or even twelve months. 

 
• As users of infrastructure and generators of economic 

growth and productivity, we are principal parties in this 
debate – and we should not be deterred by barriers 
such as bureaucratic processes and Federal State 
divides.  

 
• We are asking for leadership at a Federal and State 

level to address this fundamental issue. 
 
• COAG is the natural forum for these issues and must 

move to get resolution and direction without delay. 
 
• There is a unique opportunity for all levels of 

Government to be part of a courageous and essential 
policy decision – namely implementing an effective 
infrastructure audit process and completing a 
stocktake of Australia’s infrastructure. 
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• We cannot afford to lose an historic opportunity to get 
Australia’s infrastructure policy frameworks right. 

 
In conclusion, let me repeat my key themes 
 
• Business cannot stand by and watch the debate on 

infrastructure – so crucial to Australia’s future 
prosperity – be sidetracked by inertia or retarded by 
active resistance. 

 
• It is critical that there be a forward-looking national 

infrastructure reform agenda which ensures that 
impediments to growth are removed.  To develop such 
an agenda, there needs to be an upfront 
comprehensive audit of Australia’s key infrastructure 
which we strongly urge should be co-ordinated 
through the Productivity Commission.   

 
• I have stated that no-one else can resolve these 

strategic and policy issues but Government.  
Government should not wait to be confronted by a 
crisis before they act.  

 
• Infrastructure is the supply chain of our economy, and 

we have identified missing links in the chain.   
 
• We can’t settle for less than a national infrastructure 

strategy and a determination on the part of 
Governments to implement it.  Given these pre-
requisites, business will play its part.  We must all play 
a part because our economy and our standard of living 
are fundamentally dependent on it. 

 


