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O’Brien: 285 chief executives were surveyed to gauge their expectations for 
2017. The Australian Industry Group conducted the report and I'm joined by 
the Chief Executive to tell us more about the findings. Innes Willox, what's the 
overall sentiment going into the New Year? 
 
Willox: They're cautiously optimistic for the year ahead.  When you break it 
down, one-third of those 285 we surveyed think that things will get better. A 
quarter think that things will deteriorate through 2017. So this is CEOs across 
every sector of the economy except agriculture. So of course the sectors 
they're in, it varies what their outlook is. But there is some pessimism - 
while there was some overall relative optimism about their own 
businesses, overall, there is real pessimism about the direction of the 
national economy and the chances for a real uptick in 2017. 
 
O’Brien: What does this reflect about faith in the Government's ability to 
deliver the policy structure to encourage growth? 
 
Willox: Joe, that's a really good question and that's where the pessimism lies 
about the ability for Parliament and Federal and state governments to deliver 
the reform we need around areas like tax reform, infrastructure, energy policy, 
those sorts of issues. There's a real concern that they are becoming drags on 
the economy. That's why, in part, we saw a decline in GDP, in the quarter 
between June and September. And there's real concern that unless those 
sorts of key issues - those three that I mentioned and a range of others - are 
addressed by governments, state and federal, then our economy will continue 
to be in the slow lane. 
 
O’Brien: Give us a bit more detail about some of those policies that you want 
the Government and the Parliament to embrace. 
 
Willox: Well, Joe, one of the first priorities is corporate tax reform. The 
Government does have an enterprise tax reform proposal before Parliament 
but it's stuck. It would take the corporate tax rate down to 27.5%. The 
argument is how big those businesses should be. We believe anything up to 
$100 million in turnover is still a small to medium-size business and that 
should be where the priority lies. So corporate tax reform is needed for us to 
be competitive. You had a story about incoming president Donald Trump; hr 
wants his corporate tax rate down to 15%. We're stuck in the high 20s.  
 
The second big issue is energy costs. We're seeing more and more and 
hearing more and more from CEOs about rising energy costs and more than 
half of the CEOs in this survey expect their energy costs to rise through 2017. 
Rises of 40%, 50%, are not uncommon and you are hearing more and more 
about rises in energy costs, electricity and gas, of 100% and 200%. It's a 
significant issue for business and it's starting to really impact on business, 



particularly at the smaller end, and it's causing a lot of businesses to consider 
their futures in the country. 
 
O’Brien: So you're saying there's some businesses that are seeing 40% to 
50% rises in their costs for energy compared to last year? 
 
Willox: Yes. Correct. That's both gas and electricity. Gas rises are quite 
substantial for businesses. We're talking up to doubling in some cases. That is 
if they can get gas supply and that's becoming an increasing issue for 
businesses and electricity costs are going through the roof. We had the 
blackout in South Australia last year, Joe, and businesses particularly in 
South Australia, are concerned about what's going to occur in the months 
ahead as the hot weather kicks in. 
 
O’Brien: Is there much that governments can immediately do about that sort 
of thing? Or is it more the market and the supply and demand? 
 
Willox: Government is trying to work through the COAG process and we've 
got a review into the national energy market by the Chief Scientist which is 
due to report early next month, or towards the end of this month, and that will 
hopefully give us some direction and guidance around what the government 
wants to do. There are options for government, but the Government's got to 
act quickly to put the platform in place. 
 
O’Brien: Specifically, what would you like to see the Government do on  
the energy front then? 
 
Willox: Well, Joe, there's a whole range of options that we need to look at. 
The first thing, on gas, is about gas supply, so we've got gas now being 
locked up by the state and territory governments, so they control supply so 
they're not allowing exploration. If you can't get gas out of the ground, then 
you can't have a discussion about price. 
 
O’Brien: Are you specifically talking coal seam gas there? 
 
Willox: Coal seam gas in particular. So that is an area that we need to look 
at. But the Government has precluded onshore and offshore drilling in some 
cases, so they're not even allowing the exploration for gas and that's causing 
huge concern. 
 
O’Brien: Well, there's been a pretty big community backlash against coal 
seam gas and that's why state governments have moved on that. Do you 
really think they'll disregard concerns of the community? 
 
Willox: For three or four years, we've been saying this moment would come, 
where we'd be starting to run out of gas availability and that is happening in 
some cases.  Companies are not able to get contracts and that will cause job 
losses. So we're saying there's got to be a balance in this discussion. 
Blocking off entire states from exploration is the wrong course. And state 
governments don't want to be responsible for job losses. 



O’Brien: Finally then what would you like to see on infrastructure? 
 
Willox: Well, infrastructure is a big area. Our cities, particularly Melbourne, 
Sydney and Brisbane, are becoming more congested. Businesses are 
reporting that it's impacting on productivity. A lot of the state governments are 
taking steps in that direction, but we really need to have a national 
infrastructure plan to prioritise infrastructure so that it does boost and improve 
our productivity. That's got to be the priority. 
 
O’Brien: We'll see how the year unfolds. Thanks for joining us this morning. 


