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FTA tricky for some, says Australian Industry Group 
 
 
CHRIS UHLMANN:  Despite all that good news for agriculture and 23 years of uninterrupted 
growth the economic barometers in Australia aren't that flash. 
 
Business and consumer confidence is low.  Unemployment is at a 12 year high, youth 
unemployment is locked at 14 per cent and the number of Australians who would like more 
work has stayed doggedly high since the financial crisis. 
 
The good news for exporters is that the dollar is falling but business remains reluctant to hire. 
So what can be done to lift business out of the doldrums? 
 
Innes Willox is the Chief Executive of the Australian Industry Group.  Good morning. 
 
INNES WILLOX:  Good morning, Chris. 
 
CHRIS UHLMANN:  Innes Willox, we've heard that business appears to be close, Australia 
appears to be close to signing a free trade agreement (FTA) with China and that's been 
years in the making.  Will that be a good thing for business or do you have concerns about 
it? 
 
INNES WILLOX:  Well, we do have some concerns about it because it won't be uniformly 
good.  It will be particularly good for some sectors but other sectors will be potentially hard hit 
by it.  And that's something that we have to be concerned about because it will be massively 
changing for our economy if there were to be a free trade agreement with China. 
 
And it would add to the impacts of a whole lot of other events that are occurring around this 
time.  The looming closure of the automotive sector is perhaps the most obvious one.  So 
there are a lot of pressure points on the Australian economy at the moment and the China 
FTA would be another one.  It would certainly benefit alot of the economy but some parts of 
the economy would be hard hit potentially. 
 
CHRIS UHLMANN:  Which bits would be under threat? 
 
INNES WILLOX:  Manufacturing would do it particularly tough because you would think that 
a FTA would allow unfettered access of Chinese manufactured goods into Australia and 
when Australia is already a high cost economy and competing against countries in some 
cases and Chinese manufacturers in others, that would be tough for some businesses.  
 
Now every story has two sides and a lot of Australian businesses have set up operations in 
China and could utilise that to bring goods into Australia.  So this is going to be tricky for a 
whole part of the economy. 
 
CHRIS UHLMANN:  And I imagine you would welcome the freer movement of labour but 
unions wouldn't because it would drive wages down. 
 
INNES WILLOX:  Wages growth is a significant issue for business in Australia.  We are a 
very high cost economy comparatively and wages growth is a component of that.  And what 
we're seeing is now business is trying to clamp down on wages growth as a way to keep 
their cost base down. 
 
And look, if labour were to come into Australia it would obviously have to be paid under 
Australian rates.  But we have significant wage pressure in Australia at the moment and 



that's in part why we're seeing unemployment creep up to 6.2 per cent, up from 5.1 per cent 
in April 2012, and more people looking for work than any time since 1997 because 
businesses can't afford it. 
 
CHRIS UHLMANN:  Well, you've repeatedly called for freeing up of labour laws but the 
Government doesn't seem inclined to do it and particularly not in this term. 
 
INNES WILLOX:  Well, it's going to become an increasingly urgent issue for business as 
they try to compete.  As things like the China FTA come on line, we have to give business 
the tools to compete.  It's very well to allow greater competition but you have to give 
business the opportunity to compete fairly and labour laws will be part of that equation. 
 
We are also a highly taxed economy.  We have the highest corporate tax rate in the OECD 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) apart from Norway and that's a 
big disincentive for business to invest in Australia.  So there's a whole lot of things 
government can do around skills, around education, around taxation, around infrastructure to 
set the economy up to be truly part of a global economy if that's the way we're going and that 
is the way we're going. 
 
CHRIS UHLMANN:  Well, speaking of tax, leaked documents claim that more than 300 
multinationals use secret tax agreements in Luxembourg to minimise or avoid tax.  Are you 
aware of any Australian companies that are using the same sort of tax loopholes? 
 
INNES WILLOX:  Well, we're not aware of any Australian companies using those taxation 
arrangements but we're talking here about global companies, some of whom will have 
operations in Australia.  And the ATO (Australian Taxation Office) has recently withdrawn 
some agreements with companies. 
 
We think that's a step that would cause a lot of concern in the business community because 
agreements are agreements and we would hope that the ATO is on very solid ground here. 
There hasn't been any implication here that this is illegal…  
 
CHRIS UHLMANN:  What about the ethics and morality of avoiding that kind of tax? 
 
INNES WILLOX:  That's a whole other question.  But business is in the business of trying to 
maximise profit and to allow it to compete and allow it to create jobs.  And look, I'm sure 
these companies that you've mentioned, the 300 or so, some of whom are based in 
Australia, will have discussions with the ATO.  But what you quite often find with the ATO is 
they take action and they're not always proved to be right in the courts. 
 
CHRIS UHLMANN:  If business is in the business of maximising its profit then surely it's 
worthwhile or it is equally true that workers should try and maximise their wages. 
 
INNES WILLOX:  Well, that's part of the negotiations that we have, Chris, all the time at 
enterprise bargaining level, at factory level, at corporate level.  And businesses, all 
businesses are different.  Their situations are different and they will give what wage 
increases they can to their workforce when they can afford it.  But they can't give wage 
increases without some sort of productivity gain in return for that and that's the discussion 
that we always have. 
 
CHRIS UHLMANN:  Innes Willox, we'll have to leave it there, thank you. 
 
INNES WILLOX:  Thanks Chris.  
 
CHRIS UHLMANN:  And that is the Chief Executive of the Australian Industry Group. 


