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Making Australia More Competitive 
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8 August 2014 (check against delivery) 
 
 
 
Prime Minister, fellow industrialists, ladies and gentlemen… 
 
It is a great pleasure to be here with you today for the Sir William Tyree address.  
 
I worked with Bill some 25 years ago in the old AiGroup predecessor, the MTIA – and I 
congratulate Noel, Innes and the AiGroup team on creating an honour for one of the titans of 
Australian industry, philanthropy and innovation.  
 
 
[pause] 
 
Sir William Tyree established his first manufacturing plant here in Sydney in 1948. 
 
The year 1948 was quite a significant one in Australia’s economic and social development.  
 
The new (reduced) 40-hour working week came into effect in 1948. 
 
The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, or the ‘GATT’ – the forerunner to World Trade 
Organisation (WTO) – also came into effect in 1948. 
 
And the Customs Tariff Act of 1948 imposed tariffs of up to 65 per cent on imported 
manufactured goods, or 30 per cent for goods from the British Empire under the ‘British 
Preferential Tariff’. 
 
Australia’s population was just 7.7 million people and the unemployment rate was less than 
three per cent. One in three workers was employed in manufacturing, with two-thirds of the total 
workforce in blue collar jobs. 
 
Trade union membership peaked at an all time high in 1948 with almost sixty per cent of the 
workforce being union members.  Industrial disputes were widespread with 1,133 separate 
strikes in 1948, costing over half a million working days lost. 
 
 
[pause] 
 
How the country has changed!   
 
Today the population is three times larger (22.6 million), the unemployment rate is 6 per cent, 
about one in 1 in 10 workers are employed in manufacturing, and the services sector is the 
largest employer.   
 
Only 17 per cent of the workforce are members of a trade union, with private sector union 
membership now down to 12 per cent.  Last financial year there were approximately 220 
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industrial disputes across the whole economy, with 208,000 working days lost - in a workforce 
that is now more than four times larger than it was in 1948. 
 
Tariffs have been largely removed – and rightly so. Because as the Prime Minister has said, 
“Australia is open for business”. 
 
Just as in 1948, Australia still has a relatively small domestic market compared to most of our 
major trading partners, but we are a vastly changed and more open economy. 
 
Although manufacturing employment has declined both in absolute terms and as a proportion of 
the workforce, the sector is still vital to our economy, employing some 950,000 Australians.  
That means around 4-to-5 million Australians rely directly or indirectly on the income generated 
by manufacturing for their daily lives.  
 
Manufacturing is also responsible for 24 per cent of R&D investment in Australia and 34 per 
cent of goods exports. 
 
A strong manufacturing sector is key to every successful developed economy – because, while 
you have some big companies operating, you also have thousands of SMEs, Mom and Pop 
entrepreneurial companies producing products and services for the Australian and export 
markets.  
 
Manufacturing in Australia now accounts for 8 per cent of GDP – but it survives, despite 
consecutive years of harsh conditions caused primarily by: a high AUD exchange rate; 
investment uncertainty over carbon and mining tax policies; the lack of a cohesive energy policy 
and a re-regulated inflexible labour system all of which reduced Australia’s competitiveness. 
 
 
[pause] 
 
Never before has so much been at stake, for our sector. 
 
One only has to look at the recent high-profile plant closures in industries such as fruit canning, 
aluminium smelting and car making to see the perils 
 
Apart from the car industry, it’s a long time since the manufacturing sector looked for subsidies - 
and no-one here is asking for that.   
 
What we are seeking from government are policies that improve Australia’s competitiveness, 
allowing us to leverage our comparative advantages, and which respect the sunk capital of 
many of the established sectors, not just the new ‘glamour’ sectors. 
 
The cost of gas – an essential input for a wide range of manufacturers and domestic users – is 
rising and will soar further as a result of our export boom – a boom that may well cause a bust 
for domestic manufacturers.   
 
The gas crisis should force State and Federal governments and the broader community to 
realise that the manufacturing sector – or 8 per cent of GDP - is at risk. 
 
 
[pause] 
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Having said this, I do congratulate the Prime Minister and his government for declaring that 
Australia is open for business and their recent achievement in abolishing the carbon tax. We 
welcome the overall reform agenda and in particular the focus on reducing red and green tape, 
cleaning up the excesses in the building and construction industry, and the emergence of 
genuinely fair Free Trade Agreements with our largest trading partners. 
 
However, further reform in key areas is clearly needed.  And let me emphasise - reform is not a 
dirty word. Reform means change for the better. 
 
For example, in the building industry, analysts estimate that over one-third of the cost of building 
an average new home in Australia is the result of various taxes and government regulations. 
 
Elsewhere, regulators are adding cost and delay to the system.  According to its published 
guidelines, the ACCC process to provide clearance for mergers and acquisitions is supposed to 
take 6 to 12 weeks for an initial decision. 
 
From experience I can say that the public review process for BlueScope’s recent very small 
acquisitions (Fielders and Orrcon) took almost six months, despite eventually being approved 
without conditions and with the ACCC finding the transactions were unlikely to substantially 
lessen competition. 
 
A streamlined approvals process should be introduced in cases where an industry is well known 
to the ACCC and there is no compelling evidence that the transaction would stifle competition. It 
could be similar to that in the United States where there is a fast tracking of any deal below 
A$75 million. 
 
On another key front - productivity is also a pressing problem. Productivity growth has not kept 
pace with many of our OECD competitors, while unit labour costs have increased much faster 
than in the United States, Canada, Germany and Scandinavia. 
 
If we are going to maintain Australia’s globally high wages, the system must permit the flexibility 
for globally high productivity.   
 
 
[pause] 
 
So what would Bill Tyree make of all this today? 
 
Well Bill was a visionary. He would be delighted by the free trade agenda – so long as it was fair 
trade and we retained our anti-dumping and associated WTO rights. 
 
He would advocate a return to the Hawke/Keating/Howard industrial relations era – where 
productivity growth was strong and the need for workplace flexibility was enshrined in the EBA 
process. 
 
Perhaps he’d advise the Prime Minister to re-introduce the “home ground advantage” for 
Australian companies - by getting the micro economic reforms right for all industries, rather than 
trying to pick sectoral winners. 
 
How can this be achieved?  
 
Well Bill might advise we lower the cumulative cost of doing business in Australia by: 

o Comprehensive tax reform. 
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o Continuing to cut green tape, such as the cost burden imposed on energy-intensive 
manufacturers by the Renewable Energy Target and State EPA fees. 

o A severe pruning of regulations that stifle activity in the building and construction 
sector. 

o Ensuring greater flexibility in the workplace; and 
o Leveraging our domestic gas advantage and delivering an economic resurgence as 

President Obama is doing in the US. 
 
 
[pause] 
 
And I know Bill Tyree would say to the Opposition and the minor parties in the Senate “Stop 
playing games, pass the key budget bills, and let the Government get on with the job of building 
a more competitive Australia”. 
 
Prime Minister, on behalf of all of the members here today, I’d like to add my sincere thanks for 
your presence here to honour Sir William Tyree, and for recognising the great contribution that 
manufacturing makes to this country. 
 
We look forward to your address. Thank you. 
 
 

- Ends – 


