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Let's explore two parallel universes, two alternative futures for business in Australia and by implication for its stakeholders and the community at large.





She'll Be Right


The first scenario is "She'll Be Right" Australia.  In this universe, Australia recognises that its comparative advantage lies in its traditional resource-based economic activities.  Manufacturing is in decline and the services sector is emerging as a high growth area.





This industrial structure is viewed as a fact, not a problem, even though Australia is not well placed in high-tech, fast growing, high-return industries.





There is a burgeoning growth in the use of information technology and the Internet as a medium for commerce.





Much faith is placed in reforming the Australian economy to make it more flexible and efficient at home and more open to international trade and investment.





But, globalisation has its costs too, with many Australian brands being sold offshore and Australia increasingly becoming a branch plant economy.





Unemployment remains a persistent problem, even though the economy is growing at a respectable rate.  





Governments in "She'll Be Right" Australia take a hands-off approach, believing that market forces will ultimately deliver the best economic outcomes for the widest reach of the Australian community.





Clever Country


In another parallel universe, we have "Clever Country" Australia.  Here it is recognised that what we make and what we trade affects how prosperous Australia can become and how far we can benefit from economic growth.





It is recognised that Australia's industrial structure is better suited to 1900 than to the 21st century.





So, there is a strong push to carve out our own niche in the high growth, technologically-advanced industries that rely on the production and distribution of information and knowledge, rather than primary products or manufactured goods.





So, we seek to build expertise in areas like information technology and electronics, environmental management, biotechnology, education and health services, automotive and materials engineering, and the like.





These industries also represent the fastest growing areas of world trade and the sectors that generate good jobs and most productivity benefits.








Much is invested in redressing Australia's disadvantages of lack of scale and critical mass by building collaborative clusters of firms, boosting education, and fostering innovative products and services that the world wants to buy.





But, unemployment is still a problem, so attention is given to structural adjustment programs in areas like the labour market, regional development and retraining.





In "Clever Country" Australia, we try to avoid being a victim of globalisation by integrating ourselves into global markets and becoming a centre of excellence in R&D and design, and a key distribution and service node for the Asia Pacific region.





The Choice


Each of these alternative futures is equally likely.





Australia, and New South Wales, faces a fundamental choice.  We can compete on the basis of innovation, cleverness and know-how.  Or we can compete on the basis of low-cost standardised products which bring low wages and few technological advances.





This is the choice between the high road or the low road.





The key to success seems to be how quick off the mark we are at generating new ideas and smarter ways of doing things and spreading this knowledge through firms and industries.





This relentless pursuit of innovation is a prime driver of growth and consequently of prosperity and higher living standards.





Community Issues


So, the single most important community issue that I identify from a business perspective is how we best pursue policies and actions that make New South Wales the smart State in the clever country.





All the other more common issues ordinarily cited to boost business competitiveness should be tested against that goal of taking us further up the food chain of cleverness – tax reform, research and development, education and training, government purchasing policies, investment attraction schemes and privatisation, regulatory reform and competition policies.
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