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LAURA JAYES: Joining me now is Innes Willox from the Australian Industry Group. Innes, thanks so 
much for your time this evening. You’ve been looking at these GDP figures today. Not surprised, and 
do you see this as an aberration? We shouldn’t be uttering the R-word, not even getting close to it? 
 
INNES WILLOX: Well, we shouldn’t be screaming the R-word, but we need to be alert to the possibility, 
Laura, that that may happen. We think it’s unlikely. We’ve got to remember this is almost historical 
data. This is data from July, August, and September, and at the Australian Industry Group our own 
data at that time, you may remember, showed real declines across construction, manufacturing, and 
services. There was a huge dip at that time. But since then, things have picked up a little bit, and to 
have another recession, you’ve got to have almost another drop of that level.  
 
So we still have the economy growing at 1.8 per cent, but very clearly the mining investment boom 
has wound down. We’re seeing the construction sector wind down, particularly around housing, and 
the infrastructure boom that we were hoping for hasn’t picked up the slack. We saw reasonable gains 
in incomes, so that was positive. Profits are still up. But the economy overall is still pretty weak, and 
growth is tepid.  
 
We think there’s probably enough going on to suggest we won’t sort of go into recession, but this is a 
wake up call to policy makers more generally that we can’t all just sit on our hands and hope that 
Australia will magically continue along the track of 26 years of economic growth. I saw some data 
earlier in the week saying that we’d just celebrated 100 quarters of non-recession. There’s no 
guarantee we won’t get to 101 or 102 without a recession, but we’d need some real policy work 
around tax, around improving productivity, around dealing with industrial relations more broadly; all 
of those issues that we talk about all the time where Government hasn’t- at a state or federal level 
haven’t really acted quickly enough or fast enough because of parliamentary constraints, because of 
other constraints. We really need to get on with the job of budget repair and productive growth 
urgently, or else we will inevitably slip into recession. 
 
LAURA JAYES: Okay. How do you look at budget repair and the competing interests of productive 
infrastructure and investment? Because we’ve seen the political reaction today from both Scott 
Morrison and the Shadow Treasurer Chris Bowen, who are really sticking to their lines on this. They 
haven’t seen these numbers today, and all of a sudden, on Chris Bowen’s part, hasn’t seen the need 
to support the Government’s company tax cuts for example. Do you think that the Government needs 
a plan B, a bigger plan here to stimulate growth in the shorter term, and what about using the cheap 
debt that is available to us at the moment? Are we taking advantage of that enough? 
 
INNES WILLOX: Well, Laura, this is a really good question, and at AI Group we’ve been arguing for 
some time that this is the time for Government to borrow a little bit more for productive 
infrastructure, so productive debt, as it where, to get the economy moving. So what are some of the 
big issues that are impacting on productivity? There’s the skills agenda. So again today we see Australia 
fall further behind in the OECD rankings on education. We’re seeing a declining number of apprentices. 
We’re seeing massive congestion and gridlock around our cities that needs to be fixed up. That’s a big 
productivity blocker. We’re seeing industrial relations reform not put on the backburner, but it’s 
certainly been put into the slow lane, and we need to get back to addressing what happens in our 
workplaces to meet the needs of a 21st century economy. 
 
So what we’ve unfortunately seen at a time, Laura, where we’ve gone into an economic slowdown, 
we’ve seen the sort of rise post-Trumpian politics in Australia, and many in the political spectrum sort 



of going back to the worst of political debates, going down a populous track and not being able to 
address the big issues seriously. So we’ve got this sort of perfect storm as it were of a slowing and 
struggling economy, which is still growing, but it’s slowing and struggling at a time when there is 
absolutely no appetite for bipartisanship and everyone’s gone to their corners ready to come out and 
throw more haymakers at each other. That’s not going to help our economy. 
 
Laura, I came from two meetings today with CEOs of quite big Australian companies and both were 
saying they’ve been hit in the last week with energy cost increase of between 25 and 40 per cent here 
in Melbourne, where I am at the moment. You know, these sort of costs and the rigidities in our 
economy are crippling business and they’re the sort of issues that the Government has to address very 
quickly. So we’re in a bad spot, Laura. 
 
LAURA JAYES: Well let me finally ask you about climate policy. This week we saw a review handed 
down- the terms of reference of a review, not even the review into direct action and the Government’s 
climate policy. The intensity energy scheme was ruled out because it was painted as a price on carbon 
and that, you know, there was a bit of apoplexy over that. What do you think about how this has been 
handled in the last two days and do you believe that an energy intensity scheme would actually bring 
down the cost like some have argued? 
 
INNES WILLOX: Well Laura, when you talk to business leaders now, they just put their head in their 
hands, not in the sand, but in their hands over where energy policy is at in Australia. We are seeing on 
the one level, quite rightly, that we have international obligations to meet around emissions 
reduction, so we have to work towards those, but at the same time we have to deliver energy that is 
reliable and that it is affordable. And at the moment we’re getting neither of those last two. And that 
is what is crippling business.  
 
Now from this review what we would hope is, it may be forlorn - and we may be about to go through 
another decade of energy policy and climate policy hell - but we need to get some bipartisanship and 
some agreement around the transition between old energy and new energy. We have to get an 
agreement on that. We also need to get agreements around how to maintain the basic structure of 
our economy to make sure that it remains strong and productive. And we need to get some 
agreements around how we can do this at least cost. Unless we get some agreements, you know, 
business is not going to invest in Australia in the way that we would like because energy and energy 
reliability is such a big factor. If you think back to what happened in South Australia just a few weeks 
ago, that has had a massive impact on businesses’ thoughts and beliefs around investment in Australia. 
And you know for a country that is so strong in so many different energy sources, to be having the 
discussion about energy prices going through the roof and how there’s a lack of consistency in policies 
driving investment, it really says a lot about the state of our political debate at the moment and our 
confidence in ourselves. So these are huge issues. These are real and present dangers for the economy 
and we hope that the review – of which there’s the Finkel review at the moment into what happened 
in South Australia and at some policy prescriptions for the future, we’ve got this review into our 
climate policies – we hope that both major sides of politics can get some consensus or else it’s going 
to be really difficult over the next five or ten years. 
 
LAURA JAYES: Ah bipartisanship, good luck with that, Innes Willox. 
 
INNES WILLOX: We like, we like. We hope. We can only pray and cross our fingers and toes and do all 
of that, but we really do need it, Laura. 
 
LAURA JAYES: Innes Willox, always good to talk to you. Thank you. 


