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Australia's business community has welcomed the Government's taxation discussion paper, but there 
are concerns that the conversation may not be comprehensive enough. The Australian Industry 
Group's Innes Willox says we have a very low GST rate and the base and rate should be looked at. Mr 
Willox says he hopes we are politically 'mature' enough to reach consensus, and that now is not the 
time to be 'dull or routine'. 

Transcript 
MICHAEL BRISSENDEN: Australia's business community has welcomed the Government's taxation 
discussion paper, but there are concerns that the conversation may not be comprehensive enough. 

The Government has signalled everything is on the table, including a potential crackdown on 
generous superannuation tax concessions, but it has also said that changes to the GST will never be 
made without bi-partisan support. 

Negative gearing has also been the subject of many conversations over the years but it has remained 
largely unchanged. 

To discuss the business community's response and concerns we're joined now by the chief executive 
of the Australian Industry group, Innes Willox. 

Mr Willox, welcome to the program. 

INNES WILLOX: Thanks Michael. 

MICHAEL BRISSENDEN: Can we have a conversation about tax reform without addressing the 
GST? 

INNES WILLOX: Well we'd need to look at everything. We talk about taxation; it would be sort of 
silly to not talk about the GST when we need to have a comprehensive tax discussion. GST makes up 
about, you know, almost 20 per cent of our tax take, and we really can't leave that off the table if we're 
going to have a comprehensive review of taxation for the 21st century. 

MICHAEL BRISSENDEN: Well do you think the Government then has set the bar too high when it 
says that it can't change it without getting consensus? Because consensus in this area is clearly pretty 
difficult to find, isn't it? 

INNES WILLOX: Of course it's going to be very hard to find, but I think it'll be a sign of maturity of 
our political system when we can have a proper debate about it. And there are signs among some of 
the states that they're prepared to at least look at it and have the conversation, and that's a good 
beginning. 

I mean we have a taxation system, Michael, where three of our taxes out of over 100 that we raise in 
turn raised two-thirds of our tax take. And obviously we're running an inefficient taxation system. We 
spend $40 billion a year on compliance. 



There are a lot of issue to address here to make our taxation system more realistic and more effective. 

MICHAEL BRISSENDEN: Okay, before we finish with the GST would you like to see the rate rise 
or would you think that just removing the exemptions would be enough? 

INNES WILLOX: Well I think if we're going to look at the GST, we need to look at all parts of it. So 
we need to look at the base and the rate, and we need to look at what's taken away as part of the 
compensation for any increase in the rate or the broadening of the tax, of the GST tax base. 

I think as the paper made very clear from the Government that only about, well less than 50 per cent 
of goods and services are impacted by GST and I think we need to have a serious conversation about 
that. 

We have a very low GST rate, as compared to other OECD countries, and we need to look at that as 
part of a discussion about how we go about taxing, how we get the balance between taxation 
expenditure, between the federal government and the states right. 

And that's why a GST discussion is so important. We can only just hope that we do have the political 
maturity as a country to discuss this issue. 

MICHAEL BRISSENDEN: And do you think we do? 

INNES WILLOX: Well you've got to be hopeful. We're now in a period where there aren't state 
elections for some time so that gives government some clean air to have a discussion. And if we don't 
- that was one of the great failings of the Henry Review, was that it was hobbled from discussing the 
GST. 

The Government at least has opened this up for discussion. Of course, under the GST agreement, it 
needs the states and the federal government to all come to the same conclusion. 

MICHAEL BRISSENDEN: On the broader sort of budget questions, does it concern you that the 
government will be delivering what it's already described as a pretty dull and pretty routine budget? 

INNES WILLOX: Well as we've said before, Michael, now is not the time to be dull or routine. There 
needs to be some boldness. 

We have a slowing economy, we have an economy, while not in contraction, is growing below trend. 
All the indicators are pointing in the wrong direction, with unemployment going up, productivity 
down, business confidence down. 

We need to find ways to stimulate confidence and to stimulate demand and the budget is a key way of 
doing that. 

We've seen from the intergenerational report which, you know, when you look at it is a very 
important document telling us that now is not the time to be complacent. We face significant 
challenges to our economic base and our growth patterns and we need to take some steps to turn that 
around. And the budget is a good starting point. 

MICHAEL BRISSENDEN: Nonetheless, are you finding the Government's messaging and signalling 
on the economy confused? 

INNES WILLOX: Well the Government is now six weeks out from a budget. It's got to find out how 
much revenue it's got. That's always the last step in the budget process as it pulls it together. 



Undoubtedly revenue is under severe pressure with commodity prices on the decline. So the 
Government's got to first work out how much money it's got, and then what parts of the economy it 
needs to stimulate to get that demand back. 

And there needs to be some boldness we believe. I mean we need to have a discussion around, you 
know, measures to stimulate business confidence. You know, do we look at accelerated depreciation? 
Do we look at increasing the instant asset write-off limits? 

You know, those are important measures for businesses, particularly small businesses, that the 
Government is trying to encourage. And we need to do these things. 

MICHAEL BRISSENDEN: And Tony Abbott has moved away from this narrative of austerity 
recently by suggesting that Australia's debt to GDP ratio of 50 to 60 per cent was a pretty good result 
if you looked around the world and compared it to other countries. 

What do you think? 

INNES WILLOX: It depends on what you're using debt for, Michael. If you're using debt just to pay 
public service bills and the like, well then that's not a productive use of debt. But if you're using debt 
to build infrastructure for future generations for economic growth and development, you know, then 
that's very plausible and very defendable. 

But to rack up debt for debt's sake is not going to help our economy over the long run, and that's why 
we need to have a good conversation about debt. We need to - over the period ahead - get out budget 
back into surplus, but do it in a considered and balanced way and using the debt to encourage 
economic growth in the meantime. 

MICHAEL BRISSENDEN: Okay. Innes Willox from the Australian Industry Group, thanks very 
much for joining us. 

INNES WILLOX: Cheers Michael. 

MICHAEL BRISSENDEN: That's Innes Willox, the chief executive of the Australian Industry Group. 
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