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James Daggar-Nickson: Well Australian Industry Group CEO Innes Willox will be at the 
summit, and he joins us now. We’ve had a lot of talk, a lot of get togethers in terms of the 
problems facing the economy and what needs to be done to try and improve our position. 
What gives you confidence that Thursday will be anything more than another talkfest? 

 

Innes Willox: That’s a really good question James. There are a couple of points I’d like to 
make. This comes out of the national reforms summit, a meeting we held in late august in 
Sydney, and it was a meeting that brought together a disparate range of groups: business, 
unions, community groups, ageing groups, groups looking after the interests of youth. We 
came to an agreement around a) the need to reform and b) some key principles that would 
underline that. That will be the foundation for our discussions going forward. We have a 
new government, they have some political capital, the Prime Minister’s been making a lot 
of very positive statements around the need for reform, competitiveness, optimism, so this 
is a real opportunity now for us to push the reform debate forward and for all the groups to 
come together to participate in a discussion with the Government about some of the key 
issues that we face, and hopefully get the Government and the Opposition to agree 
around some key principles to refine a debate going forward. There’s not going to be an 
agreement on everything, far from it, but the reform summit was a very positive start and 
this is the next step in that process. 

 

JDN: You’ve mentioned both sides of politics. How crucial do you think that is going to be 
with anything that comes out of this summit, or indeed any sort of advancement of the 
economy moving forward, getting both sides of politics agreeing and coming together and 
putting aside some of the animosity that perhaps has been there in the past. 

 

IW: That’s been the problem in the past 8 years. There’s been enormous animosity and 
tribalism in politics, not much agreement around what the major issues are let alone how 
do we address them. I’ve got to say I was really pleased to read an article yesterday by 
Jason Clare, the shadow communications spokesman, talking about how he was prepared 
to work with the Government and the Prime Minister around developing bipartisanship on 
an innovation agenda, and that’s positive. If we can start to get those sort of signals 
coming from a politician that’s a very positive thing. That’s what we hope that this summit 
that we held in August, which has now been pushed forward by the Government in a very 
positive way, will lead us down the path where we can get agreement. So what do we 
need agreement on? We need agreements that our economy is low and slow when it 
comes to growth, that we have enormous competitive challenges, we have emerging 
trends around the sharing economy, uber, airbnb and the like, automation, our workplaces 
are changing, our expectations of our workforce are changing, there are new areas of 
strength emerging, former areas of strength, such as the mining sector, are receding but 
are still relatively strong in some parts. So we need to reframe the debate and reframe the 
economy for the 21st century and out of that reform summit we got some agreement that 
that’s what we need to do, now we just need to go and do it. Have the discussions and 
hopefully both parties will go to the next election with not identical but messages around 
the same sort of challenges we face with real practical solutions to those problems. We get 
away from sniping. 

 



JDN: What do you see as the key priorities, corporate tax, superannuation, the general tax 
structure, industrial relations, there seems to be so many different things that people want 
to see changes to. From your perspective what do you see as the key priorities that need 
to be addressed? 

 

IW: What we need to do is to knit together a lot of those things you discussed, workplace 
relations, tax, infrastructure, skills, innovation policy more generally, education, our 
education policy, trade policy, into a coherent narrative so that people understand, voters 
understand, that there are challenges that we face. There isn’t one single bullet that will 
solve all our problems. There’s no silver bullet. So what do we need? We need to get our 
tax reform, our tax system, to be much more competitive. Get the company tax rate down, 
get rid of inefficient state taxes, look at the GST at least have the conversation around 
raising the rate and the base workforce participation is crucial. More and more we’re 
hearing of young people emerging from school and university not getting entry-level jobs. 
Apprenticeship numbers are now down to very low levels, less than 3% of the workforce 
are now apprentices which is well below recent trends, so we need to look at that area. We 
need to look at how do we develop our research and development capabilities, our skills 
base for this emerging economy. There is no single issue; we have a lot of serious 
challenges to face up to. We also have a lot of opportunities. So how do we knit all of 
these different perspectives together? That’s the challenge. 

 

JDN: Critical then that the call has been for everything to be on the table, unlike previously 
where we had various measures taken off the table. It seems everything is going to be 
discussed. As you know, one of the topics that people are going to speculate on is the 
GST, be it an increase or a broadening of it. 

 

IW: Well that’s right, and tax reform will be very important. We had Mike Baird raise that, 
we had the Premiers discuss it recently, we’ve had the new Prime Minister say that we 
need to have the conversation, the new Treasurer not rule anything in or out. But we can’t 
say we just do GST then all our problems are solved. We need to work out a coherent 
step-by-step strategy and how the different components fit together. GST is going to be 
important, it’s going to be emotive. Discussion already around penalty rates is going to be 
emotive. But penalty rates is not the only issue or the main issue in industrial relations, but 
it’s one that will attract the most attention. What we need as a business community, as 
government, as all the other participants, to acknowledge that these are issues that we 
need to address, and then to bring the community along with us as part of that discussion.  

 

 


