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CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY 

Red tape is a red hot issue.  Ahead of the last Federal election, when we asked our members what the 
major issues were for them, the regulatory burden was in the top five. 

And so it should be: for one reason or another, regulation is not something that Australia does well.  And 
over the recent past we have been getting worse. 

So, the Australian Industry Group is right behind the Commonwealth Government’s commitment to reduce 
regulatory burdens by $1 billion per year each year over the term of the parliament.   

 We support the steps it has taken to clean out the extraordinary backlog of tax measures.  
 

 We support the prominence reducing regulatory burdens is getting through the Council of Australian 
Governments.  
 

 And we support the measures to remove unnecessary regulation in the Bills the Government has 
introduced into the parliament.  

Of course, as always, there are debates around a few of the measures but overwhelmingly the steps that 
have been taken have been very widely welcomed.  

In my comments, I would like to point to the major findings of a CEO survey Ai Group is releasing today: 
Burden of Government Regulation.  This report looks at the extent of the red tape issue and at the areas we 
feel need to be addressed to make a real difference.  

I also want to float for discussion a few other suggestions about where this very important agenda might 
head over the next few years.  

Why is it important?  

We have been running CEO surveys for a number of years and we have included questions on regulatory 
burdens in each of the last four years.  Over this time the proportion of businesses nominating the regulatory 
burden as one of their top three impediments to business growth has risen.  

This is in line with the deterioration of how we rank the burden of government regulation in the World 
Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Reports.   

 In 2007-08 we ranked 68th; 
 

 In 2009-10 we ranked 85th; 
 

 In 2012-13 our position had worsened to 95th; and 
 

 In last year’s ranking we came in at a dismal 128th. 

So our regulatory burden is high and it is getting worse.  
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It will not come as any surprise to the businesspeople here today but, it is also clear that our poor standing 
on regulatory burdens is dragging down our overall competitiveness.   

Since 2009-10 our overall competitiveness ranking has slipped from 15 to 21.   

I can’t think of a more important time for us, as a country, to lift our competitiveness.  Especially considering 
that: 

 The mining investment boom is winding down and the prices we receive for our resource and energy 
exports are trending downwards.   
 

 Both of these will slow the pace of growth in national income.   
 We have seen a long period of declining productivity growth and businesses have seen energy costs 

more than double since the turn of the century.   
 

 This has come after a period which has seen the Australian dollar at very high levels. 
 

 Together these factors have sapped the strength, depleted the margins and the reserves of our non-
mining trade exposed industries which, as a result, have severely under-invested over the past half-
decade or so.  
 

 Yet it is these industries that we now require to lift to rebalance our economy by giving it sources of 
growth to make up for the decline of mining investment and commodity prices.  

These circumstances make it absolutely important that we do all we can to address our cost structures, lift 
productivity and improve our competitiveness.  Reducing regulatory burdens is a very important part of 
these imperatives. 

As I mentioned, the Government has taken to date a series of important first steps towards reducing the red 
tape burden.  But, as I am sure Josh will agree, there is a fair bit of low-hanging fruit in these initial rounds 
and indeed there is a fair bit of fruit that had already fallen off the tree.  

Of course that does not make these efforts unimportant: it just serves to show that the next round and the 
ones after that will be all that much harder than the initial round.  

Ingredients of success 

Two factors will be very important to the success of the assault on removing red tape.  

The first is the willingness of the business community itself to step up to the mark to help identify major 
areas of red tape reduction and the solutions.   

This is critical. Unless businesses buy into the process, we will get a top-down view of priorities and 
solutions.  If we leave it to the bureaucrats to locate the problem areas and the ways they should be fixed 
we could well end up with the fox in charge of the hen house.  

Second, to make really substantial headway across the business community, we will need to move beyond 
the fallen and low-hanging fruit and address the major areas of regulatory burden that impact on 
businesses.   

This is where Ai Group’s CEO Survey is so important.   

Businesses in the survey rate the major areas of regulatory burden as:  

 Labour-related areas of regulation 

 

o 83% of CEOs who responded to the 2014 survey ranked the regulatory cost burden in these 
areas as medium or high. 
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o These areas include industrial relations regulations as well as occupational health and safety.  
 

o Reducing duplication and improving harmonisation in OH&S laws has been sought by Australian 
business for many years, and it is still outstanding. Industrial relations regulation will be the 
subject of a forthcoming Productivity Commission inquiry. Reducing regulatory burdens must be 
a leading priority for this inquiry. 
 

 State and national tax compliance  

 

o Compliance costs associated with payroll and other state taxes was ranked as medium or high 
by 68% of CEOs while 64% ranked the compliance costs burdens linked to national taxes 
including company tax and the GST compliance (64%) as high or medium. 

 

o This is separate from the level of taxation that is imposed. In this area, business costs could be 
reduced by addressing onerous and repetitive reporting requirements, online access, and 
national inconsistencies across jurisdictions.  

o Reducing the costs of compliance and the distortions to business decisions must be a major 
focus of the Government’s foreshadowed taxation review. 

 

 Green tape regulating the environment, waste and energy  
 

o The regulatory burdens in these areas are a bugbear for around half of all businesses.  
 

o As with taxation compliance, onerous reporting requirements and regulatory inconsistencies 
across jurisdictions are frequently cited, but ‘green tape’ is often also characterised by lack of 
clarity, repetition, duplication and lack of consistency in regulatory requirements across agencies.  

 
o A major clean-up is essential. 

Singling out these areas should not be taken as meaning that we don’t also need to address the myriad of 
specific regulations in areas such as infrastructure; planning; natural resources; transport; product safety; 
food safety; competition and fair trading.  

Of course they should be addressed and, in fact, these areas are ripe for finding productivity and efficiency 
improvements that will bring cost savings to business as well as potential savings to Government.  

But the big three areas of regulation - labour, taxation and green tape - are where the most impactful, 
economy-wide benefits from reducing burdens will be generated.  These areas affect the vast majority of 
businesses and even small reductions in regulatory burdens will be spread across a very large number of 
businesses.   They deserve a particular emphasis.  

 

In a similar vein, broad benefits will be generated by addressing the behaviours or ‘spirit’ in which 
regulations are implemented.  Ai Group’s CEO Survey underlines the importance of professional, 
constructive and consistent regulator behaviour. This has also been noted by the Productivity Commission.   

Such behaviour could be improved by a regulatory ‘code of practice’ or ‘best practice’ guidelines for 
regulators and regulatory staff.  Principles of best practice in regulation include characteristics such as 
clarity, responsibility, accountability, transparency, efficiency and proportionality.  

These are the key directions Ai Group puts forward in the CEO report we have released today.  As I have 
suggested, for the benefits to be realised, it is essential that businesses themselves get involved both in 
identifying major areas and in devising solutions to specific regulatory loads.  



3 
 

Other suggestions about solving the red tape dilemma 

In addition to these areas and others we raise in our survey, I would like to take this opportunity to throw a 
few other ideas into the ring - at the very least to provoke you to join in the Q and A session.   

Direct Action 

First, I think the scale of the red tape problem is such that we really do need to think big. We need to be 
open to left field ideas and give them serious consideration.  

As an example, the Commonwealth Government is currently wrestling with the design of its Direct Action 
approach to reducing Australia’s contribution to global emissions of greenhouse gasses by at least 5% 
below 1990 levels by 2020.   

 Some of our members are very mindful of the risk that Direct Action could impose a considerable 
regulatory burden on businesses.   
 

 Others are fearful that the costs of complying with reporting and monitoring requirements will be a 
deterrent to their involvement in the Direction Action approach.  

They fear that such a deterrence to participate could jeopardise the scheme and could force the 
adoption of more intrusive regulatory approaches to emissions reduction - such as is happening in 
the United States.  

 

In view of these concerns, I think it is worth tossing around a radical and, I should add, an inexpensive 
solution to this.   

We could easily meet our emission reduction target within the budget the Government has committed to 
Direct Action simply by purchasing globally recognised, international emission reduction permits.   

This would allow us to achieve our 5% target (and indeed even the very bullish target recently floated by the 
Climate Change Authority) without adding at all to the regulatory burden faced by Australian business. And 
we would not need a Direct Action bureaucracy.  

It would also be entirely consistent with the environmental objectives of Direct Action.  After all, greenhouse 
gas emissions are a problem for the earth’s atmosphere in its entirety and a tonne of abatement is a tonne 
of abatement regardless of where on the planet it comes from. 

So we could tick off on our international obligations; we could tick off on the environmental objectives and 
we could tick off on the aim of reducing regulatory costs.  We could also tick off on the principle of reducing 
emissions at least cost.  

Professional market research 

Another left-field idea that I want to throw out there relates to the difficulties in getting businesses to 
participate in identifying areas of red tape reduction.  As I mentioned above, I think that business people 
have a responsibility to play a role in identifying major problem areas and options for improvement.   

 

Nevertheless, there is something ironic about asking businesspeople to give up time to participate in 
surveys and roundtables aimed at reducing the red tape burden that absorbs too much of their time.  
There’s a real Catch-22 in this.  

As many of you will have heard Josh say, although businesspeople like to complain about regulatory 
burdens and compliance costs, getting a critical mass of businesses to respond on often highly-specific 
regulatory issues is very difficult.  

One way to break through this Catch-22 could be for the Government to undertake “market research” to 
identify the hot spots and to trial solutions.  By this I am not proposing that we get half a dozen bureaucrats 
from Canberra to do a field trip to Campbelltown, Dandenong or Ipswich. While I don’t think that it would hurt 
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at all if we could get more of our bureaucrats out and about, I am thinking more of really thorough and 
professional market research of the kind that goes into the development of new products and services.  

Alternatives to regulation  

The final area that I want to mention concerns the alternatives to traditional regulation.  When faced with the 
actual or likely reasons to regulate, we should, as a matter of course, more actively consider alternatives to 
prescriptive “command and control” regulation including market-based instruments and self and co-
regulation.  

Examples of self-regulatory approaches are the use of codes of practice and the adoption of voluntary 
standards.  

As noted in a relatively recent OECD report1 when used in the right circumstances these instruments can 
offer significant advantages over traditional command and control regulation.  The advantages can include:  

 

 greater flexibility and adaptability;  
 potentially lower compliance and administrative costs;  
 an ability to address industry-specific and consumer issues directly; and  
 quick and low-cost complaints handling and dispute resolution mechanisms.  

 

When I say “we” I mean everyone concerned, from legislators, bureaucrats, businesses and consumers and 
it was refreshing to see Bronwyn Evans, the Chief Executive of Standards Australia, making this point in last 
Wednesday’s Australian Financial Review when she wrote2: 

“All too often we collectively look to government to solve our problems, when we should really be 
looking at each other.  

“More often than not voluntary and consensus-based standards have the imprimatur needed to 
guide the market, or society, to the desired outcome.”     

Conclusion  

So in closing I would like to say that, for whatever reason, Australia does have a big red tape problem.  

We have a high regulatory burden that is damaging our competitiveness.  Worse – our regulatory burden is 
rising. 

Ai Group is determined to help the Government build on the momentum it is building up. 

We urge businesses themselves to get involved to inform and to fuel this process.  

We urge governments to give major focus to the three big and most widespread areas of business 
compliance costs: labour-related regulation, taxation and green tape.     

We also urge the government to think big and consider, for example the sorts of initiatives I have floated 
here in relation to Direct Action;  undertaking professional market research;  and for all of us to more actively 
consider alternatives to command and control regulatory solutions.  

 

 

                                                            
1 OECD, Alternatives to Traditional Regulation, at http://www.oecd.org/gov/regulatory‐policy/42245468.pdf 
2 Bronwyn Evans, “Codify, don’t legislate”, Australian Financial Review, 20 March 2014.  


