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Economic laziness has

DOLLARS AND SENSE

DAVID FRENCH

ARE you a hit tired of Covid?
I am. Thankfully around the
world countries are slowly
opening up, clinical trials for
avaccine, and for other drugs
are either begun or about to
begin, with positive early
signs. We're not yet out of the
woods, but we're closer to the
end than the start, and in
terms of loss of life, even glo-
bally, the results are far better
than worst case.

‘What then of the immedi-
ate economic future? Move-
ment  creates  economic
activity and green shoots are
already apparent — some
shops are busier than ever,
people want to visit friends
and family, they want to go to
the football. The waiting list
for elective surgery is not
going to go away. People will
want to holiday — we can re-
visit that 1970s mantra “See
Australia First”. As restric-
tions ease, we can initially ex-
pect a strong rebound,
reflecting not only some nor-
mality in life, but also pent up
demand. You don't have
pent-up demand in a true re-
cession — everyone is too
broke. The higger problem,
however, arises in the me-
dium term. In the face of un-
certainty companies will seek
to protect their viability
through increased efficiency
and automation. Company
profits will likely surprise on
the upside 18 months or two
years out. Employment is an-
other story.

While the attitudes and
ohjectives of the contempor-
ary Chinese Communist
Party are being deeply ques-
tioned, trade with China has
generated massive revenue
from coal and iron ore (read
jobs and tax income), and for
everything from microwaves
to motor cars, falling prices.
This set against stagnant
wages has masked increases
in local government rates,
electricity prices, and in-
surance premiums, and from
first homeowners’ grants to
childcare subsidies to special
purpose agencies, all sorts of
wasteful government lar-
gesse, We have ignored the
role of productivity in im-

proving living standards, pre-
ferring to embrace China and
live off the fat of the land. We
have been lazy and now
many will pay the price.

Trading on the reforms of
the Hawke/Keating and early
Howard governments, gov-
ernment and opposition have
become lazy. Two decades
on, less than half of the popu-
lation are net taxpayers. Gov-
ernments have ignored the
role of productivity in im-
proving welfare, preferring to
rely on bracket creep, or sim-
ply shifting the tax burden to
individuals they feel are tra-
ditionally unsupportive,
Some governments, the An-
drews Government in Victor-
ia being notable, have simply
torn up taxpayer money
(%900 million for example, to
terminate a contract to build
a road, only to have a similar
the road built on a new align-
ment). Now the same Gov-
ernment, more or less broke,
is in the final stages of an
agreement with the Chinese
to fund Victorian infrastruc-
ture.

In a race to the bottom,
governments kowtow to the
pleading of special interest
groups. Rather than address-
ing the real causes of prob-
lems, they respond with
hastily implemented, inef-
ficient and conflicting legis-
lation. Much of it is open
ended, open to interpretation
and drafted in such a way that
the onus of proof is on the ac-
cused, not the accuser. Fail-
ing in its aims, the answer is
of course, more legislation.

Regulatory agencies such
as Austrac, ASIC and APRA
through “self-reporting”, ef-
fectively outsource their re-
sponsibilities to the very
organisations they are sup-
posed to be overseeing. They
complain loudly when it goes
wrong. Some, ASIC and the
ABC for example, have suc-
cessfully exempted them-
selves from the impartiality
of the public service, and are
now free to make their own
rules and pay staff “market
rates” regardless of quality,
and with the weakest of ac-
countability. Some are down-
right destructive — the Fair
Work Commission and the
Human Rights Commission
to name two.

Aside from the NDIS
there has been no farsighted
fresh policy for years. The
Greens voted down an emis-
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sions trading scheme, which
alone is reason enough to dis-
trust them forever. Labor
sought to have retirees pay
for everyone else. It seems
politicians have dropped peo-
ple and policy for the sake of
the party. Many voters have
done the same.

Universities have become
degree factories focused
more on enforcing politically
correct ideas than insisting
on a disciplined search for
truth and meaning. There is
next to no incentive to study
hard, because a complaint to
the fairness people will soon
remove obstacles to learning
and to growing up. Individu-
als have become lazy because
whingeing is almost certain
to bring reward. There is no
benefit in reading paperwork
you are given or even to con-
sider that something might
be too good to he true, he-
cause, as ASIC says, people
cannot be expected to take
any responsibility for their
decisions. Better to set up a
cash box for complainants,
run by yet another unac-
countable agency.

Business has become lazy.
Many have offshored critical
inputs with little strategic
thought. Banks have not in-

vested sufficiently in their
complex IT systems (es-
pecially in their integration),
and that is likely the single
reason why they have found
themselves in such trouble.
Hauled in front of the Royal
Commission  management
should have complained
loudly, bitterly and publicly
about the infantile manner in
which they were treated by
Orr, Hodge and Hayne. Ap-
peasement was easier.

Unions, with pervasive
political and (through super-
annuation) financial influ-
ence, protect existing
members, at the expense of
jobs and reap the rewards for
their own bureaucracies.
Made lazy, they resist change
and perpetuate a mantra that
employees are never respon-
sible, even when for example,
they know they are sick, and
should not turn up to work.

Given all that, what is the
way forward?

Most importantly we need
a universal wage or perhaps
more accurately, a default in-
come payment that means
the minimum anyone be-
tween 23 and 60 can earn is
$40,000 a year. 1 explained
the rationale for this in my
last column, suffice to say

reform

that implemented in the
manner I proposed, the net
cost of it is likely very low,
and the benefits enormous.
Alongside that, the Fair
Work Commission and its
various offshoots need to be
drastically reformed. It has
no place if people have genu-
ine choice, underwritten by a
minimum income of
$40,000.

Government needs to say
“no” to the special pleadings
of interest groups, which in-
variably lead to self-serving
diversion of public money, or
ill-conceived additional legis-
lation and rules.

Local industry needs
heavy investment. Australia’s
island status imposes ad-
ditional costs on everything
we import and export, and for
many items (but not toilet
paper apparently), our popu-
lation will not support com-
petitive manufacturing. We
do, however, have an innova-
tive and skilled workforce,
and from pharmaceuticals to
medical  equipment  to
specialist heavy machinery
there is absolutely no reason
that we cannot have a robust
manufacturing sector. Even
in the service sector, there is
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other service activities cannot
be based in Australia, benefit-
ing business and consumers.

Finally, a wholesale review
and dismantling of the regu-
lation, complaints and griev-
ance industry is long overdue.
This includes class actions
where unscrupulous legal
firms snaffle tens of millions of
dollars from shareholders (ef-
fectively blackmail, these are
most often settled, because the
hassle and negative publicity
would be more damaging), and
organisations such as FASEA
and AFCA, to which ASIC has
outsourced core responsibili-
ties. There is no strong evi-
dence these organisations
contribute to the betterment of
society, and as with bank lend-
ing, which prior to the wagyu
and shiraz case, dried up, am-
biguous wins are outweighed
by negative and unintended
consequences.

Regardless of the rose-col-
oured-glasses view of some, it
will take something to step out
of laziness and into genuine re-
form. Perhaps the firmest
warning comes from NSW’s
Berejiklian administration
which says it understands the
issues, but proposes setting up
a department to help business
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no reason call centre and understand and comply.
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