OP-ED

INFRASTRUCTURE: PLANNING PAST THE STATUS QUO
We must move beyond the status quo to realise a new wave of productivity, jobs and growth for South
Australia. Lack of investment in infrastructure by government has caused significant long-term damage
to South Australia’s infrastructure design industry, with flow-on impacts through the construction
supply chain.
The current critical state of the built environment industry is a sign of what’s to come across the wider
business community if the current state of play remains.
Increasing merger and acquisition activity in the industry could be seen as symptomatic of firms no
longer being as competitive as they once were.
With the decline in resources projects and a contraction in government investment in infrastructure,
South Australia risks losing the best part of an industry fifteen years in the making, and the envy of
advanced economies across the world.
Results of Consult Australia’s 2013 Industry Critical survey showed in the 12 months to June 2013 alone,
83 per cent of South Australian firms surveyed had made staff redundant, and of these 80 per cent were
permanent employees.
Our members – engineers, architects, quantity surveyors, project managers, planners – are hurting
badly.
This is a critical loss, worsened by the fact that professionals are also moving interstate and overseas to
seek work and, under current conditions, are unlikely to return. This will impact the South Australian
industry’s future capacity to deliver infrastructure projects and prove extraordinarily detrimental to
small and medium enterprises.
The industry needs targeted intervention—there is an opportunity for governments to build productivity
and moderate the extremes of the boom/bust cycle. Planning and developing a stronger infrastructure
pipeline; releasing new funds for infrastructure investment; supporting best practice procurement; and
creating a better business environment are all recommendations outlined in the Association’s policy
platform.
The current state of play again highlights the need for a robust, independent and transparent process
and governance model for effective decision-making, and for the evaluation and prioritisation of
infrastructure delivery to ensure a steady pipeline of work is maintained. These are critical to South
Australia’s aim to grow jobs and productivity in the years ahead.
This is now widely recognised, and was reinforced in the most recent Draft Report of the Productivity
Commission Inquiry into Public Infrastructure, but it is now time for governments to act.
What we need to see now is an informed debate about budget policy. Governments at all levels must
reconsider the extent to which the drive to surplus and unquestioning dedication to AAA credit ratings
are hurting growth and opportunities to invest in long-term productivity-enhancing infrastructure.
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Simplistic ‘fiscal populism’ undermines the urgent need for a more sophisticated debate about how we
fund and finance infrastructure across the state, and what infrastructure will deliver the best return on
investment for tax-payers.
Not only must the debate occur—the public must also be engaged so they truly understand the options.
Our elected representatives must embrace opportunities to invest in the future of South Australia. We
are a great state with enormous potential. We should not sacrifice this for political sloganeering
favouring a better balance sheet in the short-term, but look to invest in infrastructure that will provide
less congestion, faster freight and higher productivity in the decades ahead.
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For further information or to arrange an interview, please contact SA State Manager, Jan Irvine on 08
8216 1177 or via email at jan@consultaustralia.com.au.
About Consult Australia
Consult Australia is the industry association that represents the business interests of consulting firms
operating in the built and natural environment, including engineers, architects, project managers,
planners, environmental scientists and quantity surveyors, among others. We exist to improve the
business environment for our member firms by offering a range of products and services to help them
run their business, as well as lobbying governments on their behalf to improve their operating
environment.

