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Fran Kelly:  Well now another business voice is joining the fray arguing that political infighting 
around energy policy in particular was quote “now making a bad situation worse”.  According 
to a survey of CEOs released by the Australian Industry Group this morning rising energy 
costs and a lack of reliability are now the key issues keeping business leaders up at night.  
The survey warns that if the major political parties didn’t put aside their differences and solve 
this problem soon then businesses may be forced to shed jobs and even move offshore.  
 
Innes Willox is the Chief Executive of the Australian Industry Group, the peak body for 
business in manufacturing, construction and transport.  
 
Innes Willox welcome back to Breakfast. 
 
Innes Willox:  Thanks Fran. 
 
Fran Kelly: The title of your report is “No gas, no power, no future?”.  Is that what it has come 
down to for the bosses of the businesses you surveyed? 
 
Innes Willox:  That pretty much sums it up Fran and energy now is the issue now as you said 
that keeps CEOs across industry up at night.  It is the issue that is causing the most alarm and 
concern as businesses are seeing the cost of their energy contracts sky rocket. We have seen 
a doubling of electricity costs over the past year and as it has sort of got worse through January 
and we have seen now reports of up to a quadrupling in gas contracts. New gas contracts are 
on offer to some businesses. So what we found through this survey is that energy contracts 
have rolled through at different times but over half of Australian businesses are expecting to 
see significant increases in their energy costs over the next year and our estimate is that this 
will cost the economy as a whole somewhere up to 12 billion dollars at least as these contracts 
roll through with about 3.5 billion of that to households and almost 9 billion to businesses. 
 
Fran Kelly: And when you say costs 12 billion dollars what is a comparative there? What does 
that mean?  An extra 12 billion on what power prices are now? What does that mean? 
 
Innes Willox: Correct. That means exactly that. That the cost of power will go up by about 12 
billion dollars and households and businesses will obviously bear the brunt of that.  When you 
think of it this way that 36% of all the electricity consumed by business is consumed by 
manufacturers and 41% of all gas is consumed by manufacturers that means that the 
manufacturing sector, so think of steel, cement, glass making, brick making, chemical making, 
they are bearing the brunt of these price rises and what was once a huge competitive 
advantage for local businesses is now becoming a disadvantage because in gas for instance 
their not now just paying international prices, we are paying at the very top of international 
prices and if what we saw last week from some members, what you would call medium sized 
food manufacturers, the contracts they are now  being offered would make the gas that they 
would be asked to pay for the most expensive in the world. 
 
Fran Kelly: Ok so let’s go to solutions because your, as I mentioned one of a number of 
business leaders and industry groups calling for politicians to quit the power plays and calling 
for certainty in energy policy.  What would that certainty look like because I am guessing from 
what you are saying that the CEOs don’t just want certainty they want lower power prices? 



 
Innes Willox:  Well what they want is actually is two main things. So one energy security. So 
what that means reliability and they want affordability and they want some greater certainty 
around what will happen to their power prices. So in energy more generally, there is our 
political leaders talking about having a fight over coal and renewables, the missing link in all 
of this is gas, because gas price increases also feed into electricity price increases. So we 
have got to find ways to get gas supply moving. We have two states and one territory, the 
Northern Territory and Victoria and New South Wales, currently locking up gas. 
 
Fran Kelly: We also have businesses locking up LNG supplies and selling it all off shore 
haven’t we? I mean doesn’t business play a part here too? 
 
Innes Willox:  Well that is their contracts that were negotiated some time ago and what we, 
the Australian Industry Group have been calling for, for some time is a National Interest Test 
to ensure that we have adequate gas supplies back in Australia before our export contracts or 
new export contracts are fulfilled.  So if we can get gas out of the ground then we can get 
more supply into the market that would hopefully send down prices.  Another option is to look 
at fulfilling global export contracts from somewhere else.  Buy gas from somewhere else. 
 
Fran Kelly:  Ok. But beyond gas what does certainty look like? 
 
Innes Willox:  Certainty looks like for electricity we realise that discussions as I said have 
been around renewables and coal, and the missing link as I said is gas, certainty around 
electricity is perhaps in the short term the Government looking at rewarding businesses and 
households to use electricity smarter. It is about making automated demand responses for 
electricity and the like not using power at peak times. Those are the issues that are the best 
option that we have in the short term. 
 
Fran Kelly: Can I interrupt there to remind us what the former head of Treasury Ken Henry 
was saying when he delivered a spray that we heard there at the nation’s politicians for their 
infighting on energy and other things but he also called out business in that speech to basically 
step up and get more involved in these debates themselves, in climate change he said, in 
housing affordability, why population growth is good for the economy. To do more of what the 
politicians aren’t doing I suppose. Do you accept that criticism, for instance in the energy space 
to look at climate change as he mentioned?  Does energy want a price on carbon, a set signal, 
do you want that kind of signal? 
 
Innes Willox:  Well what we have now Fran for these price increases is making the carbon 
tax debate pale into insignificance because of the impact it’s having on business.  So you 
asked about what CEOs are doing, well they’re talking to us all the time as their representative 
but what you’re also seeing is more individual CEOs, Paul O’Malley, CEO of Bluescope, Nigel 
Gerard, the CEO of Aurora, over the past couple of weeks have been two among many who 
have stepped up and have said that we are facing an energy catastrophe.  Now there is only 
so much that CEOs can do except call it out and then it’s up to the policy makers to work with 
them and each other to find responses and at the moment we are not seeing that. 
 
Fran Kelly:  The latest data shows that big businesses are flush with cash it would 
seem. Company profits have surged wages have declined. The sharpest slump in wages in 
five years. How can business cry poor, how can the Government justify a tax cut for business, 
and slash penalty rates when businesses are sitting on a mountain of cash? 
 
Innes Willox:  Well let me go to penalty rates first. That was a decision taken by the Fair Work 
Commission, the independent umpire, last week… 
 
Fran Kelly: Urged on by business… 



 
Innes Willox:  After two years of evidence, so my organisation, the Australian Industry Group, 
represented fast food manufacturers, and we put forward a case that was accepted by the 
commission around the particular demographics of that workforce and work patterns and that 
was accepted.  Now what we have seen is penalty rates come down from 150 per cent of a 
normal day’s wage to 125 per cent.  And on public holidays you are still seeing two and a 
quarter times the average daily rate going to be paid on those days.  I think by some of the 
commentary that is being made and the campaign the unions are running you’d think the sky 
had fallen in. This is about trying to reduce…    
 
Fran Kelly:  Well the sky has fallen in if you have lost $77 a week. 
 
Innes Willox:  But what you are seeing is that doesn’t apply across the board and it is being 
phased in over two years.  And that seems to have been forgotten in the argument. And I will 
just make this point…the Head of the Fair Work Commission said that fairness cuts both ways 
and that the penalty rate situation was neither fair nor relative to employers in the current 
economy. 
 
Fran Kelly:  And I must say speaking of the FWC and the decision yesterday by one 
Commissioner to reject a plan for paid domestic violence leave in all awards, the Ai Group, 
you’ve come out supporting this. Why? Why shouldn’t victims of domestic violence have the 
same entitlements no matter where they work? 
 
Innes Willox: Fran this is a sensitive issue and we believe and Commissioner Watson who 
retiring agrees that it is a community wide issue… not all businesses are the same, not all 
businesses have the same circumstances. A lot of businesses do, big businesses in particular, 
do have provision for domestic violence leave.  A lot of smaller businesses can’t but it is also 
very limiting in the way the ACTU has put forward its claim…it would actually reduce the 
breadth of leave entitlements for many in the workforce.  The way that sadly their claim was 
put forward perpetrators of domestic violence would also be able to apply for leave.  What you 
will find virtually across the board is that employers are very sensitive to this but a one-size-
fits-all approach, as in all business, does not meet the needs of all employers. 
 
ENDS# 
 


