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Emma Alberici: Innes Willox heads Ai Group and is in Shanghai at the moment travelling with the trade 
minister Andrew Robb who’s just signed what’s being touted as an historic free trade agreement with 
Japan. Innes Willox thanks very much for joining us from Shanghai. 

Emma Alberici: It’s not really correct to call it free trade is it? 

Innes Willox: Well it’s a trade agreement and I don’t think trade is ever free, there’s always costs 
involved and this is why this agreement and the Korean agreement that we signed earlier this year have 
been broadly welcomed but there’s always some hesitation in that welcome because what we’ve seen in 
the past with free trade agreements - which are great for politicians to have signing ceremonies or cut 
ribbons - is that business then has to put the rubber on the road and make those deals work and try to 
get advantage from those deals. And what we’ve seen from some earlier agreements is what are called 
behind the border measures or tariffs being put in place which don’t make it all that much easier for 
Australians to get into new markets, as much as we may wish to. 

Emma Alberici: OK, well it’s free on the Australian side and specifically here I’m talking about the 
Japanese agreement and even more specifically we’re talking about tariffs on beef on the one side and 
cars and electrical goods on the other. Even after 18 years, $100 of beef sold to Japan will still attract 
$19 just for the privilege of being sold in Tokyo supermarkets, I guess there’s some cause for cynicism 
here because on the one hand we’re getting Japanese cars with no tariffs attached being sold into 
Australia and yet our beef is still going to attract these hefty tariffs. 

Innes Willox: Well that’s right and there’s no such thing as a free lunch when it comes to trade, no 
matter what you’re trading there’s always going to be costs involved here. You’ve got licensing fees, port 
fees, transport fees, fees that you have to pay once you’re in the country to make sure your product gets 
there. Australia is an open economy broadly, and we are very open to other nations exporting into 
Australia or Australia being a recipient of their imports, and we quite often have difficulty exporting on a 
level playing, and that’s why some industries find it very it very tough. That said, I know you quoted a 1 
in 20 figure in your introduction in terms of manufacturers who export but it’s now 1 in 10 businesses 
which export.  43% of manufacturing businesses according to the latest data say that they do business 
in Asia. That could be importing components into Australia to make into bigger products to send 
overseas again or to sell within the Australian market. So Australian business on the whole is pretty 
heavily connected into our region, despite the trade barriers that have been put in place. It’s pretty much 
an uphill road, and part of the concern for Australian businesses is that we do open our doors, we throw 
our doors wide open, and that will make it hard.  

One thing we’re saying about the Japan FTA is that we need to be very aware of the impact of the 
reduction of these tariffs on Japanese goods into Australia.  80% of imports from Japan into Australia are 
manufactures. That’s obviously going to have an impact on Australian business over time. We need to 
be aware of these changes, nothing is easy or straightforward when it comes to trade deals. 

Emma Alberici: All the headlines have been around the beef exporting trade in Australia. What are 
some of the other industries that are benefiting from this free trade agreement, and to what extent are 
they celebrating? 

Innes Willox: Agriculture is obviously the big winner despite the costs that are still going to be involved 
in accessing the Japanese market. The Japanese have always been very particular about maintaining a 
wall around what they call their ‘sacred five’, their key five agricultural industries and Australia is the first 
to unlock that in one way. So agriculture will be a big winner, as will Australian agri-businesses. So you 
think of Australian canned food products going into Japan, vegetables will do well, chocolate, wine, 
confectionary, all those industries have the potential to really access that market in a way that they 
haven’t been able to before. These are very welcome steps, and as in any free trade agreement there 
are winners and losers, there’s obviously going to be some parts of Australian business who are going to 
do it very tough as a result of this and will have to make adjustments. That’s why we’re saying give it 
time for the changes to flow through. Australian consumers may well benefit very much out of this with 
cut prices in Japanese cars, but then you’ve got to take into account fluctuations in the dollar which may 



or may not wipe some of that benefit out. So nothing is straightforward when it comes to this but there’s 
an increased market access.  

The trick now is to make sure that we maintain that market access, and those behind the border 
changes that I mentioned earlier aren’t implemented by the Japanese to protect some of their industries. 
We saw that with the Thai FTA when the Australian negotiators were celebrating the fact that they’d 
thought they’d gotten access for Australian car manufactures into the Thai market, and within days of the 
agreement being signed the Thais changed the rules so that a lot of our vehicles weren’t able to access 
the Thai market, that’s the sort of thing we need to look at very closely, and that’s why some Australian 
businesses remain wary. 

Emma Alberici: So do you think the benefits of this agreement which, as I mentioned earlier, have been 
touted as historic and unprecedented, have the benefits been overblown? 

Innes Willox: I don’t think that they’ve necessarily been overblown. The access to the Japanese market 
in this way is a very significant step, and there will be significant winners from this. What we now need to 
do is to remember that the Japanese are a very discerning market. Of manufacturing exports from 
Australia, only 1% of those go to Japan.  

We need to work out right across our economy what the Japanese want and need and then how to 
access that market. We can’t just plough in and imagine that we’re going to get immediate success, as 
with all FTA’s this will take time to flow through, and there will be winners and losers within the Australian 
economy.  

You’ve got to remember, there was a survey going around last week by Austrade and EFIC, the Export 
Finance Insurance Corporation, which found that almost 80% of Australian businesses found that the 
Australian Made name was still very important in allowing them to access markets, particularly in food 
and beverages. So those sectors are going to potentially do very well out of this deal. 

Emma Alberici: And just quickly, do you think the Australian car industry was sacrificed in order to pave 
the way for this free trade agreement? 

Innes Willox: Sacrifice is a big word. The carmakers made decisions to leave because of a whole range 
of reasons, costs among them, and regulation. Each carmaker gave its decision. Where the biggest 
concern is in automotive components suppliers. If you look at that number I gave you earlier, that 1 in 10 
Australian businesses export. That 1 in 10 includes Toyota but it doesn’t include all its component 
manufacturers who supplied Toyota who were then put into a supply chain that goes internationally. So, 
the great potential here is that we will lose those skills in those industries and who knows how many will 
survive. They’re all fighting very hard to survive. But the automotive industry is going, and is going fairly 
quickly. It’s always been a concern that there would be trade-offs between say beef and autos and a 
couple of these are free trade deals, and that may well have had a massive impact on those decisions 
those car manufacturers had to make in whether to stay or leave. They knew that these FTA’s were 
coming, and that would make their business within Australia that much harder. 

Emma Alberici: Thank you very much. 


