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Intro:  Could the outlook for Australian business be improving after the political 
and economic uncertainty of the past decade? In recent years chief 
executives have been calling for greater stability, especially after a succession 
of Prime Ministerial changes on both sides of politics. But now a survey of 269 
CEOs by the Australian Industry Group says company bosses see 2018 as a 
defining year with a potential 400 000 new jobs on the horizon.  The outlook is 
sweetened by that breakthrough in the Trans Pacific Partnership trade deal 
after Australia and Japan convinced Canada to come back on board.  Ai 
Group Chief Executive, Innes Willox, is speaking with Senior Business 
Correspondent, Peter Ryan. 
 
RYAN: Well Innes Willox first to the breakthrough in the Trans Pacific 
Partnership agreement with Canada now back in the fold …how significant is 
this? 
 
WILLOX:  It is and important move.  It was disappointing when the United 
States pulled out of the TPP last year because that sent some poor signals 
around the ability of nations to work together to put into place important rules 
around free trade.  That for Australia is a very important thing.  So it is very 
important that this is achieved.  It is a good breakthrough. It is a very positive 
step. 
 
RYAN: And what message does this send to Donald Trump given that he has 
refused to sign on to the TPP? 
 
WILLOX:  Well I think the United States – I was there last week – They’re 
looking to sign more bilateral Free Trade Agreements and that’s something in 
Australia that we have to be wary of to be honest. It would be better if the 
United States was part of it.  The decision was disappointing. It’s not 
devastating but hopefully at some point they will come into a multilateral 
agreement like the TPP. 
 
RYAN: Just to your CEO survey out this morning what’s changed in terms of 
sentiment for Chief Executives who now appear to be much more confident 
about the year ahead? 
 
WILLOX:  There is a real sense of buoyancy around 2018 after a very solid 
year last year.  CEOs, about 270 of them who participated in this survey from 
across the economy, are feeling very positive about the year ahead. They’re 
expecting business conditions, turnover and margins to be higher than any 
time over the past five years.   
 
RYAN:  In recent years you and I have talked about political at the top:  Rudd, 
Gillard, Rudd, Abbott, Turnbull.  And for a long time business has switched off 
in terms of looking for political leadership but are CEOs listening again? 
 
WILLOX:  I think what’s interesting here is that we go into 2018 not expecting 
a Federal Election during the year.  There may be the case that there is one 



through circumstance, but what business leaders are saying now is that we 
have the conditions in place that will allow us for a year of growth.  It’s not that 
CEOs have turned off, but we have some big issues we need to tackle. 
 
RYAN:  Even last year with the Bennelong by-election in the balance Malcolm 
Turnbull’s grip on the Prime Ministership was looking rather shaky, but with 
that now out of the way do CEOs regard Mr Turnbull as a safe bet? 
 
WILLOX:  I think that CEOs regard political stability as a key factor in giving 
them confidence to make real, significant decisions around their businesses to 
grow their businesses.  We have gone through a period of intense political 
instability in Australia over the past decade or so and that has really impacted 
on business sentiment and business confidence about policy settings going 
forward.  It’s a situation where we’ve had a lot of politics occurring over the 
past decade and business now wants to see more policy delivered. 
 
RYAN:  We’re in the middle of a very hot summer where industry is under a 
lot of pressure, as you say, with those rising energy costs, but are you still 
confident that businesses won’t look at the option of moving offshore in 
pursuit of cheaper operating costs? 
 
WILLOX:  I can’t be confident about that Peter because if we continue to see 
energy costs increase that’s going to put pressure on business to look 
elsewhere or to cut costs.  So energy for many businesses is now their 
primary concern and if we don’t get this right it will put enormous pressure on 
business to do something else:  either to make less, to do things differently, or 
to move offshore. 
 
RYAN:  Wages have been flat-lining over the last couple of years but they 
look likely to pick up slowly this year, so if the outlook as you say is improving 
should workers expect more money in their pay packets at last? 
 
WILLOX:  Wages growth will come in time once we’ve got the economy 
bedded down but I don’t think we should have any expectation, at least of a 
wages breakout in 2018.   
 
RYAN:  Scott Morrison has been running hard to cut the company tax rate to 
25 per cent across the board over time.  Is that the number one issue on the 
agenda for business at the moment?  Is it a make or break issue right now? 
 
WILLOX:  It’s a key issue and it’s re-emerging as a very important issue 
largely because of what’s been occurring in the United States with the tax cuts 
the Trump administration has announced.  That’s put a lot of focus back on 
Australia’s tax rate.  We’re among the highest taxers of the corporate sector in 
the OECD and we have an unsustainably high tax rate so it is a key issue for 
business over the longer term.  Probably the most confronting short term 
issue that business has at the moment is energy costs and energy pricing as 
well as energy reliability.     


