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Thank you Laurie.  

Thanks to the National Press Club for inviting me to speak, and thanks to the sponsors from the 
National Australia Bank. 

I want to start by acknowledging the Traditional Owners, their ancestors and their unique 
relationship to this land. 

I acknowledge colleagues from across the Australian business community: 

• from the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry 

• the Australian Industry Group 

• the Minerals Council of Australia 

• the Council of Small Business Organisations of Australia. 

And, of course, fellow members of the Business Council of Australia.  

Thank you all for coming. 

Thanks, also, to friends and colleagues from other sectors – people like Cassandra Goldie from the 
Australian Council of Social Service and Warren Mundine from GenerationOne. 

Let me apologise that I am the only representative of that very important Australian organisation – 
the Greater Western Sydney Giants. 

The rest of the club are training hard for our match with the Demons at the MCG next Saturday. 
I have membership forms with me. 

Overview 

This is a serious time for our country. 

A time when we really need to focus on making Australia ready for the future. 

In many countries, creating jobs, raising living standards and securing long-term prosperity is an 
uphill challenge. 

In Australia, it’s a choice.  

A choice that no-one seems intent on making at the moment. 
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That’s why, late last year, the Business Council of Australia began developing a long-term 
economic vision and action plan for Australia. 

We want our approach – and the sincerity, the rigour and the values that underpin it – to help build 
a partnership of people who share a positive vision for the country. 

We will be releasing the complete plan in the near future. Today I’m going to give you a preview. 

I’ll outline some of the thinking that sits behind the plan, some of its fundamental propositions, as 
well as some of the specific actions we’re putting forward.  

We are consulting widely and broadly. 

We welcome the contest of ideas.  

This is a plan for the many – not the few.  

We have a number of eminent Australians working with us to test and challenge our ideas and 
assumptions. 

A national responsibility 

We are not doing this work because we see ourselves as having special authority. 

But we do see ourselves as having a special responsibility. 

Business … 

Is responsible for an enormous part of the Australian economy: 

• together we directly employ ten and a half million Australians 

• we pay 440 billion dollars a year in wages and salaries 

• companies pay some 70 billion dollars per annum in company tax and royalties – close to the 
entire national education spend 

• and most Australians have the majority of their savings invested in our business success, either 
directly as shareholders or through their super. 

Why now? 

The next six months in Australia will be critical. 

Perhaps the greatest risk is that we continue to wind back hard won reforms that will be even harder 
to win back a second time around. 

These things will go a long way in determining the choices Australians will have over the next 
20 years. 

We want to show there is another way – by presenting a vision and a plan that looks well beyond 
the next six months to the next decade, and the decade beyond. 

Back to basics 

Our starting point with the plan is to restate the formula that drives Australia’s rising living 
standards, and our astonishing resilience in the face of global economic turmoil. 

The formula goes like this: 

• national prosperity comes from hard work, entrepreneurship, innovation and investment that 
results in economic growth 

• it’s growth that gives us choices 

• it’s growth that gives us resilience 

• it’s growth that gives us rising living standards 
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• broad community prosperity is driven by a compact involving government, the non-government 
sector, the wider community and businesses – small, medium and large. 

Governments should facilitate well managed growth and prosperity with sensible regulation, quality 
infrastructure and services, and through a social safety net.  

The community and non-government sectors build social capacity and social cohesion.  

Our part of the compact – the business part – is hugely significant.  

Because when business works, Australia works. 

We need businesses, large and small – and individuals – to be investing and innovating. 

We need them to be creating the jobs, the assets, the tax base, the infrastructure, and the 
connections across the globe that make us a wealthy nation.  

Prosperity can’t happen without business. 

It can’t happen without someone being prepared to put their money at risk. 

And it won’t happen without everyone playing their part.  

We are not a centrally planned economy.  

We are a pluralist, democratic, vibrant, modern country that thrives on creativity and initiative.  

We are also a caring people. 

Goals, aspirations and measures 

Our plan will help rebuild this compact by putting forward some simple but galvanising goals and 
aspirations.  

Let me give you some examples: 

• We want Australia to be in the top five countries in the world in respect of income per capita.  

• That means wages rising in line with productivity. 

• We want our businesses to be thriving and competitive. 

• Australia should rank in the top five countries in global competitiveness. At the moment we rank at 
20 and it’s not good enough.  

• We want to see more than 90 per cent of young people completing Year 12 or equivalent. 

• None of us should accept that 40 per cent of our young people have such poor literacy that 
they’re more likely to be unemployed than have a job. So we want to see more than 95 per cent of 
Year 9 students meeting literacy and numeracy standards. 

• We need to do better in recruiting women into senior management.  

• I believe that over the next 10 years, we should aim to have 50 per cent of executive positions in 
our companies held by women.  

• As our population ages, we want all Australians to have access to a world-class health system. 

• We want older Australians to have the opportunity to stay in the workforce. 

• We must lift workforce participation as we age. 

• We want to tackle entrenched disadvantage and close the opportunity gaps between Indigenous 
and other Australians – one of my personal passions. 

• A prosperous society ensures that everyone benefits from economic growth. 

• In the US, the rising tide has not lifted all boats. In Australia, growth has resulted in improved 
incomes across the board.  

• It’s an achievement I’m very proud of, and it must be preserved and protected. 
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• Business understands the need for sustainability. We recognise the need to balance growth with 
caring for the environment. But that won’t be achieved by locking up or restricting access to 
resources.  

• It will be achieved by unleashing innovation, technology and the country’s best minds to use our 
resources more sustainably. 

The reality is that material and economic wealth, social progress and rising living standards and the 
sustainable use of our resources are complementary, not competing forces. 

Real-world context  

Australians are realists. 

They know that to achieve these goals, we have to face up to the world we live in. 

That means having some adult discussions.  

So, rather than telling ourselves we’re already doing better than most countries (by the way, some 
of the benchmarks are pretty low), we need to ask ourselves: 

• Are we prepared for a quarter of the population to be aged over 65 by 2050?  

• Are we rising to the challenge and the opportunity that the GDP of emerging economies is 
expected to exceed that of advanced economies this year? 

• Are we being honest with ourselves that what we do at home to make ourselves more competitive 
is just as important as what we do on the international stage? 

• Are we gearing up to provide the highly educated and skilled workers we will need?  

• Are we properly planning our cities and infrastructure around the reality of projected population 
growth? 

I would say two things about these questions. 

First, that Australia’s current preparation for the future is somewhere between half-hearted and  
non-existent. 

And second, even though some of these challenges are well and truly upon us, we talk about them 
as though there’s still time. 

We must act now, while we can secure national prosperity through careful and incremental change. 

Our starting position has plenty of strengths but it also has significant weaknesses.  

The strengths … 

• great natural and intellectual endowments 

• a strong business sector with good, sound governance 

• good public and private institutions 

• being close to the new powerhouses of growth in the world 

• strong social cohesion that copes well with immigration 

• a pretty good social safety net. 

On the weakness side ... 

• our labour productivity, while improving, is still poor and multi-factor productivity is stagnant 

• our costs are high  

• our competitiveness is under challenge 

• our confidence is flat 

• our fiscal position is weakening. 
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How many major projects have to fail or be deferred … 

How many Australian businesses have to shut down … 

How many Australians have to lose their jobs … 

How many budget deficits are we going to run ... 

… before we take action? 

The things we must get right 

So what should we do? 

Our plan identifies nine key areas to chart a course towards national prosperity. 

These have to do with tax and fiscal, population, sustainability, infrastructure, innovation, education, 
the workplace, regulation, foreign investment and energy. 

Fiscal settings, tax and federation 

The first thing we have to get right is to strengthen Australia’s fiscal policy, adopt a more 
competitive tax system and get the Commonwealth and the states sharing revenue more fairly. 

If we don’t get this one right, none of the rest of our actions will matter much.  

And at the moment, we are not getting it right. 

So, some of the ideas we’ll put forward in the plan are: 

On fiscal policy: 

• Let’s prepare a whole-of-nation Intergenerational Report so we can accurately determine: 
− the costs of an ageing population 
− the costs of a growing population 
− the gaps immigration will need to fill 
− the fiscal planning we will need to do. 

• Let’s undertake an independent audit on the scope, size and efficiency of government so we can 
work out where the money’s going and why. And so we can remove duplication and inefficiency.  

• Let’s put a hard cap on the size of government. 

Let’s formulate national budgets based on credible, real-world assumptions, and on rigorous and 
proper process.  

On tax: 

Australia’s current system no longer suits our economy – it’s not competitive, there are too many 
taxes and it’s overly complex. 

Worst of all for business and the community –  it creates uncertainty. 

The World Economic Forum has just ranked Australia’s tax system 103 out of 144 countries in 
terms of its impact on incentives to work and invest. 

So: 

• Let’s comprehensively rebuild the tax system to reduce the number of taxes and rebalance the 
mix of taxes. 

• At least, let’s start by producing a green paper with everything on the table, and by releasing all 
the assumptions from the Henry tax review. 

• Let’s remove inefficient and unproductive state taxes. 

• And let’s have a complete review of the role, function and efficiency of the Australian Tax Office. 



Business Council of Australia • For Immediate Release • 17 April 2013 6 

On the federation: 

Despite the best of intentions, COAG has failed. 

So:  

• Let’s replace COAG and revert to a strategic first ministers meeting, and powerful ministerial 
councils that have served us well in the past. 

• Let’s find a way of moving to an equal per capita distribution of the GST so that the federation is 
better geared to manage a modern economy where you need a fairer basis for sharing national 
revenue. 

• Let’s introduce a new system of productivity payments, along the lines of the old competition 
payments, to give us a means of driving key national reforms. 

Population, cities and sustainability 

Moving to the second key area Australia needs to get right. 

We need to deal confidently with population growth and ageing by better planning our cities and 
regions, and adopting a more sustainable approach to development.  

So: 

• We need a real population strategy that lays the groundwork for us to do the necessary planning 
of our cities, regions and infrastructure. 

• We need to get serious about the importance of our cities and regions by having plans that fully 
integrate land use, transport, social infrastructure and access to natural resources.  

• Let’s reform development assessment by removing duplication between the Commonwealth and 
the states, establish one-stop-shops for approvals and move to ‘as of right’ approvals for 
complying developments.  

Infrastructure 

Turning to the third area – infrastructure. 

We must improve the planning, prioritisation and funding of infrastructure.  

This is how we improve productivity.  

Investment in public infrastructure will also help to bridge the gap as high levels of investment in the 
resources sector dramatically decline. 

So: 

• We should give Infrastructure Australia an unfettered responsibility to produce a prioritised, 
national infrastructure plan with a focus on nationally significant projects that lift productivity. 

• Governments should sell infrastructure they don’t need to own, and use the funds to partner with 
the private sector to provide new infrastructure. 

We should have a new, 10-year national infrastructure agreement that allows states to prepare 
long-term infrastructure plans linked to their fiscal strategies. 

We think these plans should be legislated to avoid the constant chopping and changing of priorities. 

Innovation 

The fourth area is creating the right system to drive innovation. 

It is innovation, not regulation, that solves many of our national challenges. 
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So: 

• We need to create an environment that encourages innovation. 

• Firstly, that means providing people with the right education and skills from a young age – maths, 
science, problem solving and design thinking. 

• Secondly, it means having a tax system that encourages investment in innovation and R&D. 

• Third, giving companies the appetite for risk and the access to capital to invest in innovation. 

• Fourth, support SMEs through deregulation and direct encouragement by way of government 
procurement, for example, and involvement in major projects like the National Broadband 
Network. 

• Fifth, by creating more industry led precincts or clusters like the Cochlear hub at Macquarie 
University. 

Education, skills and workplaces 

The fifth area is to set the country up with educated, skilled and creative people, and productive and 
innovative workplaces. 

In the knowledge economy, it’s people, the way they think and the way they collaborate that will 
give Australia its competitive advantage.  

Education needs to be integrated to serve people all their lives. Interdependent subsectors of 
education should not be pitted against each other to pay for reform. 

So: 

• As I said earlier, we believe all young people should complete at least 12 years of education or 
training to prepare them for the workplace or further vocational or university qualifications.  

• We should continue to improve teacher quality by introducing performance based pay and full 
autonomy for principals in their hiring and firing.  

• I want to congratulate Premier Campbell Newman for having a red-hot go at lifting teacher quality.  

• The study of Asian culture, including the teaching of Asian languages, should be compulsory in 
schools. 

On workplaces: 

We will continue to argue for practical, sensible changes to the Fair Work Act.  

Innovation and adaptation can only be realised at the workplace level.  

Direct engagement between employees and their employers or managers is fundamental to doing 
things better and differently. Not through a third party arbitrator, employer association or union. 

So: 

• As a first step, we should amend the Fair Work Act to deal with the most urgent problems. 

• And more broadly, the Productivity Commission should conduct an inquiry into the kind of 
workplace relations system that reflects the future not the past. 

Regulatory governance 

Our sixth area is a dramatic rethink of our approach to regulation, including a thorough review of 
whether our governance and institutions are fit for purpose in a changing world. 

Regulation is choking businesses. All businesses – small, medium and large.  

Compliance and regulatory costs drain more than 35 billion dollars from the Australian economy 
every year. (That would pay for a lot of new infrastructure!) 
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We’re ranked 96th on the international measure of regulatory burden distributed by the World 
Economic Forum.  

How can that be?  

How can a country with a stable democracy, with no evidence of systemic corporate failure, with a 
high level of social cohesion be 96 out of 144 countries? 

So: 

• All significant regulation should be introduced only after a comprehensive Regulatory Impact 
Statement.  

• These should be mandatory, with exemptions limited to matters of national security and national 
emergencies. 

• We should establish a new performance and accountability framework for regulators.  

• The triplication between federal, state and local government has to be fixed.  

Foreign investment and global engagement 

The seventh area is to continue to keep Australia open to the world, and to deepen our global 
engagement and foreign investment.  

This will open doors to new markets, new ideas, and stronger cultural and security ties. 

So: 

We should become a world leader in attracting foreign investment and lift the general foreign 
investment screening threshold to $1.1 billion for all countries. 

We need a more nuanced approach to investment from state-owned enterprises and sovereign 
wealth funds, recognising they will be a big source of investment. 

The Asia–Pacific region, and China in particular, will be central to our prosperity and we should not 
underestimate how big that is.  

President Xi Jinping told the Boao Forum last week that in the next five years China plans to: 

• import 10 trillion US dollars worth of goods 

• Invest 500 billion US dollars overseas 

• send 400 million tourists abroad. 

The steps we took last week in building the strategic alliance and on the convertibility of currency 
were significant, and I commend the government for that. 

But we must be ready for this opportunity. 

• We should have a more internationally open labour market, maintain migration at current levels 
and maintain the flexibility of the 457 visa arrangements.  

We must always remember that migration and diversity have been a great nation builder for 
Australia, and we should never turn our backs on it. 

Strong, stable financial systems 

Number eight is the need to preserve a strong and stable financial system.  

Why? Because economic growth demands cost-effective and competitive access to capital.  

So: 

• We have to pull out all stops to maintain Australia’s high credit ratings, including our sovereign 
credit rating.  
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• We should diversify funding sources for business by establishing a retail bond market and a liquid 
institutional credit market.  

• We need to address inefficiencies in the tax system that treat different forms of savings differently. 

Energy policy 

The final thing we have to get right is energy policy.  

It’s time for Australia to have a coherent energy policy that: 

• drives supply and exports 

• improves our economic competitiveness 

• reduces greenhouse gas emissions 

• that’s underpinned by an efficient market. 

We need a reliable supply of competitively priced energy to underpin a growing economy and 
improved living standards.  

We have the potential to be a significant exporter of energy. 

It’s a major input cost and it could be, and has been, a source of competitive advantage. 

So: 

• We need to progress energy market reform by privatising remaining assets and remove remaining 
retail price regulation. 

• We need to establish a fast-track approvals process for developing new gas supplies. 

• We need to wind up the Renewable Energy Target while protecting those who have already 
invested. 

• We need both political parties to accept the lowest-cost method of encouraging the reduction of 
greenhouse gas emissions.  

• Action on climate change shouldn’t put our business competitiveness at a disadvantage by 
moving ahead of the rest of the world. 

• And there should be no policy restrictions on the type of technology we use to lower emissions.  

• Nuclear, gas and clean coal should all be on the table – not excluded on ideological grounds. 

Next steps 

As you can see, developing this plan is a major exercise. 

We are consulting broadly and when it’s complete, we will share it with everybody. 

We hope the plan will excite and energise the community to see that Australia can be even better, 
and that we have the competence to get there. 

Because our vision would see Australians, in 10 year’s time, having worked together to: 

• repay the debt 

• to run consistent budget surpluses 

• to be building a reserve that will keep us strong when the next, inevitable downturn hits. 

We will have a national disability insurance scheme, sustainably funded, improving outcomes for 
people on the ground. 

Unemployed people will receive an allowance that allows them to live in dignity. 

And we’ll have employment services that get them back to work quickly so they don’t fall into long-
term, entrenched unemployment. 
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Australian children will complete Year 12 or equivalent with world-class literacy and numeracy skills. 

People won’t be spending hours every week sitting in 40km tailbacks on major arterial roads in 
Sydney and Melbourne. 

Our federation will be functioning as a proper partnership where fiscal imbalance is no longer being 
used to bludgeon the states into agreeing to things they can’t afford. 

We will see a diversified economy, with a high-tech manufacturing sector, competing on the world 
stage while we reap the economy-wide benefits of the next resources boom. 

Conclusion 

The future I’m speaking about is not a certainty. 

For Australia, it’s a choice. 

We don’t pretend any of it is easy. But it’s a lot easier than challenges we’ve met in the past. 

The plan we’re putting forward for Australia requires political leaders who are prepared to lose their 
jobs to get things done. 

The test of reform for us is whether it advances national prosperity over the long term. Not whether 
it advances the attainment or retention of power. 

Our plan will help chart the course. 

And it will unashamedly put business at the centre of maintaining and growing our national 
prosperity. 

Because when business works, Australia works. 

Thank you. 

 

 

For further information contact: 
Scott Thompson, Director, Media and Public Affairs 
Business Council of Australia 
Telephone (03) 8664 2603 • Mobile 0403 241 128 
www.bca.com.au 

The Business Council of Australia (BCA) brings together the chief executives of 100 of Australia’s leading companies.  
For almost 30 years, the BCA has provided a unique forum for some of Australia’s most experienced corporate leaders to 
contribute to public policy reform that affects business and the community as a whole.  

Our vision is for Australia to be the best place in the world in which to live, learn, work and do business.  
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