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“

It’s time to act and position ourselves
to reap the benefits of new high-tech
industries and new highly paid jobs while
continuing to get the most out of our
traditional economic strengths.

”
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Discussion paper
This is a discussion paper to encourage all sections of the community to genuinely engage with us on
Australia’s future.
The country is doing okay but we could be doing better. We want people’s views on the direction the
country is taking and how we can move forward together to strengthen our prosperity.
We plan to consult communities across the country, business leaders and policy makers.
We want to invite everyone with a stake in the nation’s future to have their say about the type of country
they want Australia to be.

To have your say in the consultation process, please go to www.bca.com.au/living_on_borrowed_time
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A call to action

Our vision

Our traditional industries
such as agriculture and mining
have been the backbone of the
economy and they will continue
to be sources of strength.

The Business Council strives for a stronger Australia.
We work to ensure Australia is economically strong to
support a fair, free and inclusive society for all Australians.

But on their own, they are not enough to deliver
higher living standards and higher paying jobs into
the future.
The world is changing around us. Australia finds itself
in the crosshairs of several major shifts including the
rise of Asia, technological and digital advances and
the global adoption of green energy sources.
The nation has rebounded after the COVID-19
pandemic faster than others and our economy is
growing, but unless we act, we will end up in the
slow lane.
Other countries are poised to recover and overtake
us. If we stand still, we’ll miss out on the gains we’ve
made and fall behind.
It’s clear that it will take more than luck and business
as usual to shift gears.
Nearly 20 years ago the first Intergenerational Report
warned of the costs to our long-term futures if
Australia just coasted along.
Two decades on, our failure to tackle the obstacles
holding us back has left the nation out of pocket
from where it could have been.
That’s the ultimate opportunity cost we all pay for
inaction.
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1% per
year
increase
in productivity growth,
essentially producing goods
and services more efficiently
and smarter, would deliver
an extra $10,000 in average
incomes for Australians
over 10 years.
It’s why people don’t feel they are getting ahead – their
wages growth has flatlined and it’s harder for young
people to buy their first home with average house
prices now more than five times average incomes.
We cannot continue ignoring the problem.
It’s time to act and position ourselves to reap the
benefits of new high-tech industries and new highly
paid jobs while continuing to get the most out of our
traditional economic strengths.
It’s time to put Australia back in the fast lane.
The Business Council of Australia has prepared
this discussion paper to hear directly from the
community and decision-makers about the best ways
to move the country forward so all Australians have a
chance to succeed.

By a stronger
Australia,
we mean
Australians and
their families
having:











meaningful and rewarding jobs
higher wages and more take home pay
the ability to advance and get ahead
secure work
the opportunity to develop skills throughout their lives
access to affordable and essential services
good health
the ability to own their own homes, and
the ability to ensure their children and grandchildren
inherit higher living standards.

It means
communities
sharing:




in prosperity across the nation, including the regions, and
the objective that no parts of the community get left
behind.

A strong
Australia is:







stable and secure
modern and advanced
outward looking
prosperous and fair
a country that is internationally respected and takes its
place in the world, and
a nation that looks after its environment.
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Getting a good education

A wake up call

Notwithstanding the billions spent on education each year, Australian primary and secondary students are still
falling behind overseas students.

Australians have dropped on international
rankings in reading, science and maths.
Australia remains one of the best countries in the world to live and work.
So far we have managed COVID better than most countries. But even
before the pandemic, the country was falling short of where we should be.
Right now we have a window to tackle the challenges we face and make
the big shifts towards a more modern and faster growing economy.
This is our wake up call to act.

Wages and living standards
Australians enjoy relatively high living standards but wages growth has flatlined in recent years.
It’s more difficult to cover the rise in living costs and people don’t feel they are able to get ahead.

4th

8th

16th Reading

11th

17th Science

29th Maths

We now rank behind Poland, Estonia and New Zealand.
A 15-year-old Australian student today is a full year of
learning behind where they were in the early 2000s.

Up to 3 million
adult Australians
lack reading and
writing basics.

A fair go for everyone
The concept of a fair go is a central part of Australia’s character, yet too many people are being left behind.
It’s just not good enough and we have to do better. All Australians are equal and deserve a fair go.

$100

2021
It now takes an average
worker 7 years to
increase their pay by
$100 a fortnight.

In the early 1990s
average house prices
were about 2½ x larger
than average incomes.

In the past, workers
were getting that
size pay rise every
year or two.

Today, average
house prices
are 5 x average
incomes.

The wealth and
wellbeing of
Australians aged
25-34-years
compared with
other age groups
is now lower than
at any other time in
the past 20 years.

Around 1 in 20 children born between
2000 and 2010 spent more than half
of their first 10 years of life in poverty.

Indigenous Australians
are around 3% of the
population but around

30% of the prison
population.

How we work
Technology is rapidly altering the way we work, but this fact-paced change means more people are worried
about their jobs. They’re also concerned about whether they’ll have the skills and training to stay working.
The good news is that most of the changes driven by technology won’t result in the removal of jobs but rather
changes to the way we perform the tasks that make up our jobs.
Living on borrowed time Australia’s economic future

People living in a major city are twice
as likely to have a bachelor degree
than people in regional areas.

90%

non-Indigenous

66%

Indigenous

Around 66%
of Indigenous
students complete
year 12 compared
to 90% of
non-Indigenous
Australians.

Youth unemployment sits
at over 10%. In some parts of
Australia, youth unemployment
exceeds 1 in 5 people.
Business Council of Australia
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How we are
falling short

Low investment equals low wages
With less investment in our economy, we have seen our productivity performance slow down. Productivity is
how we measure the value of how we work and what we produce. It’s not about people working harder for less
pay, it’s ensuring we are working smarter using improved technology and better training to produce more with
the same effort.
If our productivity performance is weak, this means that less money is being put into new or existing businesses
to add value to those businesses. If businesses can’t build value, it’s harder to pay higher wages.
Labour productivity has been the key driver of living standards
3.0 Percentage point
contribution
2.5

2.0

A lot of our eggs
are in one basket.

More than half our exports are
comprised of 6 products

1.5

1.0

Iron ore

0.5

Australia excels in areas such as mining and
agriculture and these will remain an important part of
our economy.

Coal

But we are too heavily reliant on a few key
commodities and need to diversify our industrial base.

Natural gas

0.0

Thirty-five years ago our largest companies were
miners and bankers. This hasn’t changed today.

Tourism

The United States’ economy is more dynamic
than ours and their top companies are all big tech
companies like Apple and Microsoft.

Education

-0.5
1980s

Business has been able to find opportunities in new
markets but in many respects we look increasingly
uncompetitive with our regional neighbours.

Standing still
United States
35 years ago

2000s
Labour productivity

2010s
Labour utilisation

2020s
Average annual income growth

22nd

Building up our toolkit

Australia’s 5 top companies largely remain the same as 35 years ago.
Australia

Terms of trade

Lifting our competitiveness

Gold

35 years ago

Today

Westpac

Westpac

IBM

Apple

CBA

CBA

Mobil

Microsoft

NAB

NAB

Exxon

Amazon

ANZ

CSL

Ford

Alphabet

BHP

BHP

General Motors

Facebook
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1990s
Foreign income flows

Today

Parts of our education system are world class but
the system is not delivering the new skills needed to
succeed in the global economy of the 21st century.
We have also seen basic skills like literacy and
numeracy in decline and we need to do more to lift
higher end skills in areas like digital and engineering.

Bringing everyone along
We also need to ensure that prosperity is shared.
When parts of society fall behind it fragments the
nation and weakens trust that governments are there
to deliver for everyone.

According to the IMD World
Competitiveness Index,
Australia ranks 22nd in the
world out of 64 countries
and behind many of our
regional neighbours.
Business Council of Australia
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7 forces of change

We need to face up to the 7 forces of
change and do the hard work to make
the most of them.

01

The rise of Asia: We have an opportunity to sell to one of the fastest growing

02

Digital and technology: For many years technology has been changing every

03

Business models are changing: How we produce and sell things is changing.

04

05

Very few goods are produced entirely in one country. The iPhone is made from a supply
chain that includes more than 40 countries. Providing the raw materials for an iPhone
adds a tiny share to the value, as does the lower end manufacturing - the high end
technology and design adds most of the value to an $850 phone.

fuels, the carbon content of what Australia produces, particularly our exports, will need to
change. If we don’t, the rest of the world will not want to buy what we have to sell.
At the same time, nearly one in four Australian jobs are in emissions intensive sectors
that will be directly exposed to this disruption, especially in regional areas. By planning
the transition now and acting early, we can actively reposition the economy to create
new jobs and new, innovative export industries. We can also set ourselves up as a world
leading superpower in clean energy exports such as hydrogen.

markets on our doorstep with Asia’s middle class expected to reach 3.5 billion people
by 2030. But Asia is also rapidly developing its own new industries and products and
we will need to compete for our place in the region.

aspect of our lives. From banking and shopping online to replacing dangerous jobs in
the mines with driverless freight trains and finding better ways of diagnosing illness.
These forces are speeding up, especially in the wake of COVID. We’ll need to continue
to develop the skills to cope with change and adapt.

Climate: As the world acts to reduce emissions and moves away from traditional fossil

06

The world is more volatile: Tensions between countries are on the rise. The

07

Debt and deficits: Our relative success in fighting COVID will leave us with a more

impact of COVID will have lasting impacts that will add to instability in many countries.
We need to build strong relationships with both old friends and emerging powers. And
we need to support a set of international rules of the game which promote an open
and stable world economy.

than trillion dollar mortgage on the Australian economy. The interest bill on this debt
is expected to reach around $20 billion every year, roughly the annual federal share of
the National Disability Insurance Scheme.

The nature of work is changing: Traditional manufacturing jobs such as

Australia is also facing the global trend of an ageing population. Forty years ago, there
were 6.6 working-age people for each person over 65. Today that ratio is 4, and 40
years from now it will be 2.7 working-age people for each person over 65.

factory workers now make up a smaller share of our workplaces and are increasingly
concentrated in low wage countries. To boost our incomes, we need to target the jobs
responsible for the most important and profitable parts of higher end goods
and services.

Our tax system relies heavily on the top income earners and a few key industries like
mining and banking to generate the revenues needed to fund government services.
The top 10 companies pay a quarter of all company tax leaving our public finances
dependent on the fortunes of a few.

Living on borrowed time Australia’s economic future
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The 6 big shifts
we need to make

How?
3

We make sure we remain open to the world and competitive

From a country that is 1.5 per
cent of the world economy
but needs to seize new
opportunities by accessing the
other 98.5 per cent.

To a nation that remains outward looking and open to trade but does more
to take advantage of the expanding markets on our doorstep, especially
the growing Asian middle class on track to reach 3.5 billion people.
A future where Australia takes its place in the rest of the world as a leading
middle power, building on our valued reputation as a respected and good
global citizen. We continue to work with other countries individually or
collectively to strengthen our position in the world on trade, influence,
international rules for stability and openness, security and defence.
We can also become a country that encourages the development of new
technologies and innovations by playing to our strengths and encouraging
greater university, business and government collaboration.
And a nation that embraces effective regulation – rather than onerous
regulation – protects legitimate interests, enhances our global
competitiveness, and creates opportunities.
Regulation needs to attract, not deter foreign investment and innovative products

What?
1

We diversify

From an economy that
continues to rely on too few
industries, including its bedrock
strengths of mining and
agriculture.
Iron ore alone accounts
for around one-quarter of
Australia’s exports and there
has been little change to
the make-up of our top five
companies which continue to
be dominated by banks just as
they were 35 years ago.
From a country that sometimes
gives away its best ideas
and sees them scaled up in
competitor nations.

2

Well-considered and targeted regulation can have a positive effect on
investments, especially in the digital sphere.

4
To a more diversified industrial base. Our economy will always be
anchored in our traditional strengths of mining and agriculture which
will continue to grow and innovate, but we also need to expand into
new high-tech, high-productivity and high value areas.
This is where we can create new jobs and sell into additional overseas
markets.
We should aim to be the best at producing goods and services that the
rest of the world needs as part of global supply chains.

To a country that invests in its ideas and innovations, translating them with
collaborative research and development. Where ideas are commercialised
and scaled up to create new industries, new exports and new jobs for
Australians.

To a world leading energy superpower that develops low emissions
technology and clean energy industries and exports clean energy around
the globe.
We can be leaders, not followers in the transition to a low carbon future.

To a nation where our skills system keeps pace with evolving technologies
and the changing nature of work. A system which supports Australians to
upskill and reskill throughout their careers so they can switch jobs, re-enter
the workforce, or upgrade their skills within their current occupation.
People should also be able to continually learn without having to leave the
workforce and be able to transport their qualifications from one employer
to another.
A country where people increasingly do a combination of technical
and university subjects as well as working at the same time rather than
only studying. And where the technical sector is as valued as the higher
education sector.

5

This starts by agreeing on the target of net zero emissions by 2050.
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From a country where the skills
system can be too slow, clunky
and doesn’t always meet the
needs of learners and employers.
Technical education is still often
viewed unfairly and wrongly as a
second-rate option.

Diversifying our economy will attract the best people, ideas and
investment from around the world.

We actively build a low carbon economy

From a country where 47 per
cent of our exports rely on fossil
fuels and one in four jobs is in a
carbon intensive industry.

We lift the skills of our workforce

We make sure no one gets left behind

From a nation where up to 3
million adult Australians lack
reading and writing basics and
around one in 20 children born
between 2000 and 2010 spent
more than half of their first 10
years of life in poverty.

6

To a nation where everyone has the reading, writing, numeracy and digital
skills needed to get ahead in the modern world.
A nation that has broken the cycle of entrenched disadvantage and
radically reduced the number of children growing up in deep poverty.
A country where gender, disadvantage, race, sexuality or geography is not
a barrier to economic opportunity and all Australians can fully contribute to
and benefit from the nation’s economic story.

We rebuild our public finances

From a nation with the highest
public debt in a generation, with
a tax system that will struggle to
finance the needs of an ageing
population and a Federation
system plagued by overlap and
inefficiency.

To a nation with stable debt, a fair, efficient and competitive tax system
and a cohesive and cooperative system of Federation.

Business Council of Australia
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Conclusion: changing lanes

The fallout from the worst global pandemic in
a generation has a triggered a reset around the world.
As countries work to get back on their feet, all nations are now in race to rebuild their battered economies.
The competition for the tools to power ahead – such as attracting significant investment, highly skilled talent,
and ideas – will be fierce.

Questions for discussion
Q.

Australia has come through COVID-19 better than nearly all other countries.
But as nation we are yet to come to terms with the big, unstoppable changes we face and the damaging
consequences of standing still.

Q.

For many years, Australians enjoyed life in the fast lane of growth thanks to the hard work achieved through
significant economic reforms.
Over time, other countries have overtaken us, and we’ve been happy to coast along in the middle lane.
Our economy is growing but not as fast as it should be.
In the middle lane, we have a speed limiter on our growth potential.

Q.

No matter how hard we try to accelerate, we won’t be able to surge ahead unless we consciously make the
big shifts to move into the fast lane.
In the fast lane, Australia’s economy can experience growth at more than three per cent a year. We can pay
off the nation’s $1 trillion mortgage faster and bring down the jobless rate even further.
In the fast lane, we can deliver around $10,000 extra per person over a decade; the result of one per cent
higher annual productivity growth where we produce goods and services more efficiently.
We can develop new high tech, high paying and high productivity industries, on top of our existing strengths
of agriculture and mining.
And, ultimately we can transform into a more modern, advanced and dynamic economy but only if we make
the right sets of choices.

We want you to help us think about what those choices need to be.
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Q.
Q.
Q.

How do you think Australia is performing?
How could we do better?
What are the things that are holding Australia back? How do
we raise productivity (improve the way we produce goods and
services) and create a more modern and dynamic economy?
Do you agree the forces of change that we have listed are the
most important ones facing Australia? Are there other major
forces we should consider?
Do you agree the big shifts we have listed are the ones that are
needed? How do we build a consensus behind needed reforms?
Have we lost our appetite for reform, and do you think
big reform is possible?
How should business, government and the community
work together to lift Australia’s economic performance?
What are your expectations of each?

Business Council of Australia

03 8664 2664
GPO Box 1472,
Melbourne VIC 3001
www.bca.com.au
BUSINESS COUNCIL OF AUSTRALIA
42/120 Collins Street Melbourne 3000 T 03 8664 2664 F 03 8664 2666 www.bca.com.au
© Copyright June 2021 Business Council of Australia ABN 75 008 483 216
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or used in any way without acknowledgement to the Business Council of Australia.
The Business Council of Australia has taken reasonable care in publishing the information contained in this publication but does not guarantee that the information
is complete, accurate or current. In particular, the BCA is not responsible for the accuracy of information that has been provided by other parties. The information
in this publication is not intended to be used as the basis for making any investment decision and must not be relied upon as investment advice. To the maximum
extent permitted by law, the BCA disclaims all liability (including liability in negligence) to any person arising out of use or reliance on the information contained in this
publication including for loss or damage which you or anyone else might suffer as a result of that use or reliance.

