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Australia’s Falling Trade Competitiveness: findings from the World
Economic Forum (WEF) Global Enabling Trade Report 2014
The latest World Economic Forum’s (WEF) Global Enabling Trade Report showed that Australia’s relative performance on
global trade facilitation has deteriorated since 2008 (Chart 1). While Australia’s Enabling Trade Index (ETI) has declined
only marginally over the past six years, many other countries have improved their performance on cross-border trade
facilitation. This has resulted in Australia’s global ETI ranking slipping from a peak of 14th in 2009 to a poor 23rd in 2014.1

The WEF Report found that ‘identifying potential markets and buyers’ and ‘high costs or delays caused by international
transportation’ are the top two problems currently facing Australian exporters (Table 1). On the importers’ side,
‘burdensome import procedures’ is the biggest challenge faced by Australian importers, followed by (domestic) ‘tariffs’,
‘domestic technical requirements and standards’ and ‘high cost or delays caused by domestic transportation’. Some of
these results appear to reflect Australia’s relative isolation from key international markets (despite the growing benefits of
new technologies), but others clearly suggest that Australian trade policies, regulations and procedures require attention.

Chart 1: Australia’s Enabling Trade Index (ETI), scores and rankings

1 The survey has been bi-annual since 2010.



Table 1: Problematic factors for Australian
exporters and importers in 2013

One of the key reasons why Australia’s ETI performance has worsened in recent years has been that Australia’s global
ranking for ‘market access’ has slipped by 30 places over the past six years, to 74th in 2014 (Table 2). In particular,
Australian exporters enjoy less preferential ‘foreign market access’ compared to other countries. Australia scores
relatively better on domestic market access (i.e. imports into Australia) than it does on foreign market access (i.e. exports
from Australia), although the magnitude of these rankings are heavily influenced by each country’s international trade
profile and the trade partners with which it is engaged.

In terms of the tariffs applied, Australia’s global ranking has fallen from 112th in 2009 to 127th in 2014 (Chart 2).2 Although
the trade-weighted average tariff rates faced by Australian exporters declined marginally over this period (from 6% in
2009 to 5.8% in 2014), exporters from other countries have enjoyed an even greater reduction in the average custom
duties levied by their destination country on imports over this period, and so Australia’s relative ranking has fallen.

Similarly, Australian exporters have benefited from relatively fewer tariff preferences in destination markets over the past
five years, with the relevant ranking falling from 119th in 2009 to 136th in 2014 (Chart 2).3 This measure indicates that
compared to many other countries, Australian exports have not been able to access lower tariffs (for example, through
‘most advantageous’ preferential duty status) than the most-favoured nation (MFN) rates during this period.4 These

2 This indicator is calculated as the trade-weighted average of the applied tariff rates, including preferential rates that the
rest of the world applies to each country. The weights are the trade patterns of the importing country’s reference group.
As a result, a country’s international trade profile can have a large impact on the results, especially when one country
only exports to one other nation and receives the most preferential tariff treatment.

3 Similar to “tariff faced”, this measure can also be significantly affected by a country’s trade pattern.
4 "Most favoured nation" (MFN) means the country which is the recipient of this treatment must, nominally, receive equal

trade advantages as the "most favoured nation" by the country granting such treatment, including low tariffs or high
import quotas. In effect, a country that has been accorded MFN status may not be treated less advantageously than any
other country with MFN status by the promising country.



results underscore the importance of negotiating the best possible arrangements for Australian exporters in Free Trade
Agreements and other international trade negotiations. Tariff arrangement proposals should be assessed on their own
merits but also in terms of their relativity to the tariff arrangements being offered to other trade partners.

The latest WEF survey results indicate that Australia is lagging behind other countries in terms of the quality,
transparency and efficiency of its border administration. This is reflected in Australia’s global ‘border administration’
ranking, which fell from 11th in 2008 to 22nd in 2014 (Table 2).

On top of these factors, there has been a deterioration in terms of the availability and quality of the necessary
infrastructure to facilitate the movement of goods within Australia and across the border, compared to other countries
over the past few years (Chart 3). In particular, Australia has declined on these relative measures in 2014 to:

 24th for ‘availability & quality of transport infrastructure’, from a peak of 15th in 2008;
 20th for ‘availability & quality of transport services’, from a peak of 9th in 2009 and
 15th for ‘availability & use of ICTs’, from a peak of 11th in 2008.

Australia’s ranking on ‘operating environment’ for global trade facilitation has been broadly stable over the past six
years, but the WEF Global Enabling Trade Report indicated that it has become notably more difficult to hire foreign labour
in Australia since 2008 (Chart 4).5 The index for this measure has declined from 4.5 in 2008 to 3.2 in 2014 (an index of 1
being no restriction on hiring foreign labour). This has resulted in Australia’s ranking on this measure slipping from 75th in
2008 to 125th in 2014.

Table 2: Australia’s ETI results in 2014: detailed sub-indexes

5 The “Operating environment” sub-index measures the quality of key institutional factors impacting the business of
importers and exporters active in a country.



Chart 2: tariffs and trade preferences, Australian ranking

Chart 3: Infrastructure availability, Australian ranking

Chart 4: Ease of hiring foreign labour, Australian ranking



Appendix: About the WEF Global Enabling Trade Report 2014

The Global Enabling Trade Report 2014 is published by the World Economic Forum within the framework of the Global
Competitiveness and Benchmarking Network and the Supply Chain and Transportation Industry Partnership. Research
for the Report is conducted by the WEF and its network of over 160 Partner Institutes, which help administer the
Executive Opinion Survey around the world. The Survey is used in conjunction with many other data sources in the
production of this Report. Ai Group is the WEF’s Partner Institute in Australia. The full list of Partner Institutes is available
at http://wef.ch/partnerinstitutes2013.

Further information about the WEF and the Global Enabling Trade Report 2014 is available at:
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GlobalEnablingTrade_Report_2014.pdf

Table 4: WEF Enabling Trade Index (ETI) 2014: the Top 25

Rank Country / economy Rank Country / economy Rank Country / economy

1 Singapore 11 Luxembourg 21 France
2 Hong Kong 12 Norway 22 Iceland
3 Netherlands 13 Japan 23 Australia
4 New Zealand 14 Canada 24 Taiwan, China
5 Finland 15 United States 25 Malaysia
6 UK 16 UAE
7 Switzerland 17 Denmark
8 Chile 18 Austria
9 Sweden 19 Qatar

10 Germany 20 Belgium

Table 5: WEF ETI Sub-indexes 2014: the Top 10

Rank
Domestic

market
access

Foreign
market
access

Efficiency &
transparency of
border admin.

Availability &
quality of
transport

infra.

Availability &
quality of

transport serv.

Availability &
use of ICTs

Operating
environment

1 Hong Kong Cambodia Singapore UAE Singapore Sweden Sweden
2 Libya Chile Finland Singapore Netherlands UK UK
3 Singapore Nepal Sweden Hong Kong Germany Finland Finland
4 Mauritius Lao PDR Netherlands France Japan Netherlands Netherlands
5 New Zealand Mauritius Japan Germany Hong Kong Denmark Denmark
6 Nicaragua Myanmar New Zealand Spain Belgium Korea Korea
7 Georgia Bangladesh UK Japan Sweden Norway Norway
8 Guatemala Madagascar Estonia United States Switzerland Singapore Singapore
9 Chile Peru Denmark Netherlands UK Luxembourg Luxembourg

10 Qatar Uganda Australia UK Luxembourg Japan Japan



Chart 5: The WEF Enabling Trade Index (ETI) Framework
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