




10 Strategic Issues Forum 

Short of lapsing into a sort of policy meltdown, there seem to be only two 
ways for dealing effectively with such uncertainty over micro-economic 
reform. These are: 

To keep going back to the underlying reform objectives, in order to 
remind ourselves of just where we want to head; 

To keep checking our progress, by asking what success is going to 
look like, and what pitfalls we must avoid. 

Unless we continue to do this, micro-economic reform will remain an 
elusive quest for a Holy Grail. 

To conduct such a stocktake has been the ambition of this SIF project. By 
its very nature, such an undertaking is necessarily a preliminary audit of 
work in progress. What does emerge clearly, however, is the extent of the 
challenge for Australia in the 1990s. A great many programs for change 
have been put in place over the past few years; the challenge of the 1990s 
is to generate a greater sense of urgency about capturing the benefits of 
these initiatives, whilst accommodating the flexibility needed to respond to 
new and changing circumstances. The challenge of delivering these results 
will involve: 

shifting the focus from "enabling processes" to specific objectives; 

defining sustainable outcomes in terms of clear and explicit goals, 
and commitments to action; 

consolidating the tri-partite commitment of government, industry 
and unions to real economic development. 

The over-riding goal must be to re-structure and re-fit the Australian 
economy for the 21st century. We need to ensure that industry and 
business growth is not hamstrung by regulatory precedent and 
administrative preoccupations that are merely self-serving. 

The companion SIF project on national infrastructure issues, and CEDA's 
major program on "An Australia That Works", being co-ordinated by Fred 
Argy, will continue this debate that CEDA believes to be so important to 
Australia's future as a community. This work on shaping a vision for 
national development will help determine the priorities for structural 
change, and the pace of change needed to fulfil our national aspirations. 
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2. Microeconomic Reform.

"We talk so much about it that our eyes glaze over at the mere 

mention of the word. " 

John Prescott, BHP, August 1992 

Despite the amount of attention it has received, there appears to be 
widespread confusion as to just what microeconomic reform is all about. 
Microeconomic reform is a buzz-phrase in danger of losing all meaning as a 
catch cry for action. At the political level, the expansive rhetoric about "re­
shaping the economy" either re-reinforces confusion or creates unrealistic 
expectations. At the other extreme, the "insiders" in the business of 
packaging economic 'policy for governments resort to arcane jargon that 
few people in industry can understand, or are able to relate to the day-to­
day imperatives of their business undertakings. What is it all about ? The 
general objectives for microeconomic reform are typically described as 
being: 

to ensure that scarce national resources are deployed where they 
will yield the most benefit to the community; 

to put pressure on the suppliers of factor inputs to minimise costs to 
users, and to innovate; 

to eliminate the outmoded but entrenched work practices prevalent 
in these areas; 

to encourage firms and individuals to adjust more quickly and 
efficiently to changing market signals and opportunities. 

Microeconomic reform, therefore, is mainly concerned with removing 
,, 

structural impediments that discourage or p"revent resources being used in 
the most cost-efficient manner, or which limit the flexibility and 
responsiveness of workers and enterprises. Removing these impediments 
generally results in a redefinition of the direct role of government. 

The focus is on "input factors" to production 

It is important to recognise that the primary focus of microeconomic reform 
revolves around the "input factors" influencing industrial performance, and 
how gains in factor productivity can be passed directly to end-users. It is, 
therefore, mainly concerned with the infrastructure costs and performance 
associated with transport, construction, power and energy, and 
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