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Transcript: Interview with Innes Willox, Chief Executive, Australian 
Industry Group – Gemma Veness, on ABC News 24 discussing 
innovation statement.  

GEMMA VENESS: If it all goes to plan as we've heard, the business 
community is welcoming the new strategy promoting innovation as a way of 
countering the decline in manufacturing and the end of the mining boom. For 
more, I'm joined from Melbourne by chief executive of the Australian Industry 
Group, Innes Willox. Why does innovation matter?  

INNES WILLOX:  Innovation is crucial. If you think of it this way, Gemma, 
ideas can move around the globe and they'll go where they're most wanted 
and where they're most welcome and where the welcome mat is rolled out for 
them and we are a high-cost economy. We are an economy that's a long way 
from the rest of the world. We have to come up with ideas. We've done that in 
the past. We've developed hundreds of different technologies and patterns, 
we're very smart. We punch above our weight when it comes to ideas but 
we're terrible at turning them into commercial reality and that's what we must 
hope that this package goes a long way towards resolving. It's really crucial 
we get this right. I mean, this is our way out of our current economic situation 
with slower growth more likely going forward and we have to be nimble and 
agile and innovative and creative and we need to foster that spirit in Australia. 
It's crucial for existing businesses as well as start-ups that we get this right.  

GEMMA VENESS: We just touched on it there, we're seen as very good at 
research but we're not good at translating to that - translating that, I should 
say, into tangible wealth creation. How will the package address that gap?  

INNES WILLOX: There's a whole lot of factors here when you think about it. 
We need to find ways to get universities and institutions like the CSIRO to 
collaborate much better with business. We rank last in the OECD as we've 
heard many times today when it comes to collaboration. We need to be better 
at that.  
 
We have to find ways to allow businesses to access capital, whether that be 
venture fund capital, angel investing capital, crowd sourcing capital, alternate 
means to get the money that they need to get their ideas off the ground and 
we need to be much more forgiving when it comes to failure.  Not every idea 
is an outstanding success. As a nation we like to gamble but we don't like to 
lose and we need to change some of that culture to allow people to learn from 
their mistakes and to try things again.  
 
So when we put all that together, this package when it touches on those 
different areas as well as the Government taking the lead around what it 
wants to do in terms of driving policy for itself, this is a pretty good step 
forward and it's really pleasing that the Government's done this. It's even 
more pleasing the Opposition has embraced the idea that we need to be 
innovative and the concept that we need to be innovative and now we need 



an innovation run-off between the two parties leading into the next election to 
get us going as an economy.  
 
GEMMA VENESS: There has been under-investment in innovation from the 
private sector. This package is of course moving to address that as you 
touched on there. Laws around bankruptcy, tax offsets but is innovation a 
victim of its own success in a sense because it's a public good and therefore 
the private sector is reluctant to invest in something that others may benefit 
from?  
 
INNES WILLOX: That's a really good question. Part of the problem is that the 
private sector, which is underinvesting and the data out last week showed 
there's underinvestment by the private sector going on at the moment but the 
private sector hasn't had the confidence to invest.  
 
There's been rule changes around the R and D tax concession, around tax 
breaks, there's been a lot of rule changes around a lot of different areas when 
it comes to the innovation agenda which makes industry generally a little gun-
shy when it comes to investing and that's why you see lot of ideas that are 
developed here being transported off overseas to Asia, Singapore or to the 
UK or Germany or the US where they can get financing and they can get 
support, both financial and in terms of ideas and support from staff and as 
well as support from capital so we have to change that mindset in Australia to 
make Australians want to stay here to develop their ideas and to commercial 
reality and hopefully attract people back from places like California, Silicon 
Valley where we have the second-biggest ex-pat population living - a lot of it 
in Silicon Valley too - come back here to develop their ideas in Australia to 
create the growth for the future. That's what we've got to do.  
 
We've got a lot of strengths to play to, a lot of natural assets, we've got lots of 
skilled and smart people we need to take advantage of to help develop the 
economy. That's something we haven't done before and we need to turn it 
around very quickly.  
 
GEMMA VENESS: We've got the people but how about the infrastructure 
such as Internet speeds, how important is that to this package and are we 
going to have to import technology to catch up with the rest of the world?  
 
INNES WILLOX: We may well. I was hearing about the latest developments 
from Korea which - South Korea are expecting soon to be able to download a 
movie within 2 seconds. That's something that we probably need to compete 
with, not that we want to download movies like that, Gemma, but the flow-on 
effect is that business will be able to adapt and compete much more quickly 
and technology's important but so is keeping and retaining skills within 
Australia and funding and financing those skills so there's a lot to like in 
today's package. We have been very involved with the Government putting it 
together.  
 
It's very good for start-ups, it's good for existing businesses to get the 
confidence to get going. I'm glad to see the Opposition like a lot of it but they 



say it doesn't go far enough so let's see what they can produce as they're on 
their innovation journey and then we'll hopefully be heading in the right 
direction but there's a lot to this.  
 
It's not simple. There won't be overnight solutions or outcomes but there will, I 
think be, a surge in confidence and certainly from talking to a lot of Ai Group 
members today at a lunch that we put on, they were very excited about what 
this package could deliver, not only in terms of its content but also in terms of 
the direction it gives and the confidence it gives that we are looking to work 
our way out of this slowdown.  
 
GEMMA VENESS: The chief executive of the Australian Industry Group Innes 
Willox, thank you for joining us on ABC Evenings. 


