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It is a great pleasure to be here at the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy.  

It is a particular privilege to be invited here by Kishore Mahbubani, who for many years has been one of our region’s 
foremost thinkers on the key international issues we confront in the twenty-first century, and the approaches and 
architecture we need for dealing with them.  

As Australia’s G20 Sherpa, in the year when we have the honour of being G20 President, grappling with those issues is 
at the centre of my role every day. 

Most immediately, Australia’s priority in chairing the G20 is to focus on how we complete the recovery from economic 
crisis. 

As Prime Minister Abbott said in Davos early this year, the G20 is primarily about people, not governments. 

Our task is to create opportunities for citizens of G20 and non-G20 economies alike to make better lives for 
themselves. 

But underlying this challenge there are bigger, longer-term issues to consider as well: issues that we must resolve if 
the growth we seek now is to be sustainable into the future: 

 How do we navigate our way peacefully and effectively through the major economic and geo-strategic 

transformation the world is currently experiencing? 

 How do we shape and nurture institutions that can produce truly global responses to the challenges we 

collectively face? 

Or, to borrow the maritime metaphor used by Kishore in his recent book The Great Convergence, 

How do we get the nations on board our global ship to focus on more than just the state of their own cabins 
and get together to steer the whole vessel in the right direction? 

I want to continue to draw on this metaphor, because it provides an excellent way to illustrate what we are trying to 
achieve in the G20, and how we are trying to do it. 

A world in transition 

As we all know, our world is changing rapidly – indeed, Singapore’s own emergence as one of the world’s richest 
economies in just 50 years is a striking example of that change. 

It is a world in which more people, in more countries, than ever before have access to leading edge technology - 
technology that lifts productivity and enhances access to the global marketplace for both goods and ideas.  

This democratisation of technology is restoring the linkage, which was broken by the Industrial Revolution, between 
population and economic influence.  The large and (in general) rapidly growing populations of the major emerging 
economies are driving a convergence of their economies with the developed world.  

This is most starkly shown by recent World Bank figures suggesting China may already have overtaken the United 
States as the world’s largest economy on a purchasing power parity basis. 



 

  

 

And so we are witnessing a dramatic shift in the global centre of economic gravity back to its historic location in our 
own region, the Asia-Pacific. Asia’s economy already accounts for a quarter of global economic output and is 
estimated to rise to be over half the world economy by 2050. 

This development is being accompanied by a phenomenal rise in Asia’s middle class, which could more than triple 
from 525 million in 2009 to 1.7 billion in 2020; and nearly double again to 3.2 billion by 2030. 

There is a lot of opportunity here: but there are also some other trends that demand policy-makers’ attention.   

Inequality is becoming a growing issue, both politically and economically. 

Over the period between 1988 and 2008, people at the bottom of the income distribution have not participated in 
global income growth, even as the Asian middle class ballooned.  Income for the poorest has stagnated while there 
has been very big income growth for the top one per cent. 

Productivity growth is also uncertain. In almost every advanced country, growth in GDP per hour worked has slowed 
over the past ten years. The jury is still out on whether productivity can continue to rise at the rate it has in previous 
decades. 

The sum total of these developments is dramatic and rapid change; increasing diffusion of economic power and 
influence; a decline in old geopolitical certainties; and, most importantly, greater interconnectedness. 

The global financial crisis demonstrated beyond all doubt that national boundaries can no longer buffer the citizens of 
one country against the impact of policies and actions in another. 

The distinction between domestic and international issues is becoming less clear. More and more, problems are 
common problems.  Countries need to find new ways of working together to resolve them. 

The current multilateral system of institutions has served us well in the years since the Second World War: but it is 
also a system that continues in many ways to reflect the realities of the post-war world, rather than the twenty-first 
century. 

If we are to develop the habits of cooperation, collaboration and mutual trust that we need to navigate these new 
waters, we need to ensure that our institutions reflect the new realities of the global economy.  Those with a growing 
presence must be given a growing voice – but they must also be prepared to shoulder greater responsibility.  

The former is why we will continue pressing the US Congress to pass legislation to implement the reforms to IMF 
governance agreed in 2010. 

Australia has enjoyed valuable co-operation on this issue with Singapore in its role as chair of the International 
Monetary and Financial Committee (IMFC). 

For Australia, and for Singapore, bringing international institutions into line with the changing global reality is 
particularly important because it means a greater voice for our own region. 

But the latter point – shouldering responsibility – is equally important for the emerging market economies. 

Working together: the experience of the G20 

The experience of the global financial crisis demonstrates clearly what can be done when countries do cooperate, and 
when collective leadership is shown. 

Faced with a common threat, G20 leaders met for the first time in Washington in 2008 and took decisive action. 

In their initial summits – in Washington, London and Pittsburgh – they took decisions to shore up international 
financial institutions to the tune of $500 billion. They undertook concerted fiscal stimulus. Central banks lowered 
interest rates and injected liquidity into the global system to address a dangerous credit crunch. 

  



 

  

 

The G20’s actions are widely considered to have prevented a repeat of the Great Depression of 1929.  Importantly, in 
times when political pressures militated in favour of protectionism, they chose openness, announcing a standstill on 
the introduction of new protectionist measures.  And they initiated a series of reforms that have materially 
strengthened the international financial system. 

Strikingly, the G20’s response to the crisis saw the major emerging economies shouldering a significant part of the 
burden of repairing problems that had originated within the developed world. 

This established that the membership of the G20 – bringing together the leaders of the major industrialised 
economies, the key emerging economies, and a number of smaller but significant economies, including Australia – 
could function effectively as a forum for dealing with global economic issues, in a way that no other existing forum 
could match. 

Managing the next phase 

The early impact of the G20 summits was, literally, world-changing. 

This is a big legacy to live up to. 

A large part of the challenge we see for Australia in managing the work of the G20 this year lies in dealing with the 
expectations created by that early success. 

Put simply, if you’ve saved the world at your first attempt, people expect you to do it again and again – and if you 
don’t, they think you’re not trying.  

But any thinking person will tell you that they would prefer to be living in a world that does not need to be saved 
every year. 

That is where the G20 is at now:  working hard on building cooperative action between nations that reduces the risk of 
crises that require drastic action. 

It’s less dramatic than dealing with crisis; and ironically, in many ways it’s harder.  

The threat of crisis concentrates the mind. Co-operation happens because people have no alternative but to trust 
each other.   

But as the immediate threat recedes, people feel less of an imperative to work together. Domestic political hurdles 
loom larger. Political will to make difficult international reforms that require compromise on the part of individual 
countries dissipates. 

The focus returns to longer-term issues, which by definition are complex and intractable. 

And the big question becomes: how to maintain the momentum? 

Or, to return to Kishore’s metaphor: 

When the icebergs have receded from view, how do we get the countries of the G20 to spend enough time out 
of their own individual cabins to focus on steering the global economic ship? 

Building for the future by dealing with the present 

Australians like to think of ourselves as practical people. We prefer specific, concrete action to theorising; and we look 
to build for the future by dealing with the present. 

The challenges that now confront the global economy are less pressing and urgent than those we faced at the height 
of the crisis. But they are no less important.  

If we are serious about creating opportunities for our citizens to build better lives, they are challenges that must be 
confronted, and dealt with through international efforts. There is no room for complacency.   



 

  

 

We are at last starting to see the glimmerings of renewed growth in the advanced economies.  Figures in the United 
States have been improving; even Europe is now showing signs of growth, though this is still fragile and uneven. 

But even as these positive signs start to emerge in one part of the world, there is greater uncertainty in others.  

The emerging economies, which have shouldered the burden of driving growth since the crisis, are slowing. The 
unwinding of unconventional monetary policy as growth returns in the major advanced economies risks contributing 
to significant volatility in capital flows in the emerging world. 

Most importantly, global growth has not returned to its pre-crisis levels.  

 The IMF estimates that G20 output per capita is 8 per cent lower than it might have been if growth trends before 

the crisis had been maintained. 

 The ILO estimates that in 2013 there were 62 million fewer people in jobs around the world than would have 

been the case based on pre-crisis trends. 

 Growth in global trade appears at last to be recovering, but the growth rate of 4.7 per cent predicted by the WTO 

for 2014 remains well below the pre-crisis average of 6 per cent per annum from 1980-2007. 

 And trade restrictive measures are up, covering four per cent of world trade and raising the cost of doing 

business. [Overall 407 new restrictive measures were reported during mid-May to mid-October 2013 compared 

to 308 in the same period a year earlier] 

All this speaks of an economic environment where confidence that growth will be restored to past levels is in short 
supply. Across the developed world in particular, investment levels are too low.  

Governments around the globe are facing severe fiscal constraints. But the OECD predicts that the world will need to 
find $70 trillion between now and 2030 to fund its infrastructure needs. Businesses are holding onto their cash, or 
returning it to shareholders, rather than demonstrating the appetite for risk needed to bridge this gap.  

This economic situation, combined with the rise of Asia, presents challenges for countries, including developing 
countries. 

Sound macroeconomic policy settings that promote strong, sustainable and balanced growth are of course 
fundamental. Macro policy coordination will remain a vital part of the work of the G20. 

But we also need to “go structural” as we deal with the implications of a sustained period of below potential growth. 

What this means for the G20 

As G20 leaders emphasised at St Petersburg last year, the G20’s immediate task is breaking this cycle of low growth 
and diminished business confidence. 

Australia’s firm view is that actions will speak louder than words. 

So we are working with G20 membership to ensure that together, we produce by the Brisbane Summit an action plan 
that will make a meaningful difference to global growth prospects. Consistent with the need for everyone on board to 
take an interest in the steering of the ship, countries have come together and agreed on their goal and their approach 
to achieving it. 

For 2014, Australia has adopted a focused agenda to 

 Promote strong economic growth and employment outcomes by empowering the private sector, 

 Make the global economy more resilient to future shocks, and 

 Strengthen the G20. 



 

  

 

In Sydney in February this year, the Finance Ministers and Central Bank Governors of all G20 countries committed to 
taking new measures, both individually within their own economies, and collectively, that will lift GDP across the G20 
by more than two percentage points above the current trajectory over the next five years. 

This approach recognises that, for the global economic ship to sail at its best, those on board need to keep their cabins 
in good order as well as focus on the overall direction. 

Much of the action required to boost growth relates to domestic policy decisions.  All G20 members are in the process 
of developing comprehensive growth strategies that contain specific, new, policy actions to address both 
macroeconomic and structural issues in their own economies. 

A key message my Prime Minister conveyed at Davos was that you can’t have strong communities without strong 
economies and you can’t have strong economies without profitable private businesses. 

Recognising that business is the key driver of growth and jobs, members are working on a multi-year approach to 
removing impediments to private sector-led growth. 

Policy actions are focussing on a number of key areas identified by G20 members together with the key international 
economic organisations as having the greatest potential to lift growth. 

 Countries are working to remove impediments to private sector investment, particularly in infrastructure. For 

example, how to reduce regulatory burdens on business, improve predictability of policy and regulation, and 

reduce approval delays 

 They are looking for ways to remove barriers within their economies so goods and services can flow more 

smoothly across their borders – because in today’s world of global value chains, freer trade in all directions 

means lower costs for both producers and consumers. This drives economic opportunity and creates jobs. 

 They are examining how to boost employment, including by lifting participation in the workforce by women and 

youth; and 

 They are looking at how they promote competition within their economies to drive efficiency and productivity.  

These domestic measures will be augmented by some collective actions across the whole of the G20 

 For example, on infrastructure, this could include improving the use of multilateral development bank (MDB) 

resources, better ways to manage risk, better collaboration and co-operation between MDBs and regional banks, 

and drawing in more private sector financing for investment. 

The important thing about these reforms is that their collective impact depends on countries acting together in a 
concerted way.  Research by the international organisations tells us that a large proportion of the benefit will come 
from the positive spill-overs of actions taken by one country into the economies of others. 

These spill-overs also ensure the benefits will be felt well beyond the borders of the G20 and contribute to 
development across the world. The work of the G20’s development stream, particularly around infrastructure, tax and 
domestic resource mobilisation, is designed to ensure the benefits are widely spread and that growth is truly 
sustainable and inclusive. 

But we need to deliver.  And to deliver we want countries increasingly to use the G20 as a vehicle for discussing and 
delivering on hard reforms.  And we see the role of peer pressure as being key through this year in ensuring we meet 
our objectives. By all agreeing to put in place domestic reforms at the same time, leaders have the political cover to 
drive tough reforms at home. And there is the added incentive of peer pressure to see the reform process to the end. 

This is where we see the crucial value-add of the G20.  

Reforms like these are difficult: bringing them about will require an effort over several years, not just 2014.  But it is a 
sign of the shift the G20 has made from crisis management to long-term steering of economic policies that we are 
now talking about a multi-year pathway to growth.  



 

  

 

There was good continuity between Russia in 2013 and Australia this year, and we will be working closely with Turkey 
to ensure the same happens in 2015. And to maximise effectiveness, Australia is running with a tightly integrated 
approach – we expect members to have strong internal cooperation within their governments. 

The resilience agenda 

The same is true in the other key stream of the G20’s work – building the resilience of the global economy.  

Building resilience is the other side of the growth coin in terms of restoring confidence to business and consumers. 

It is about ensuring that the world really does need saving less often – and that we’re better able to do so if and when 
the need does arise. 

A key element of this agenda is our work to strengthen global financial regulation, so as to avert or mitigate future 
crises: 

 Strengthening the capitalisation of banks through the Basel III reforms 

 Ending the risks posed by international financial institutions that are “too big to fail” 

 Ensuring proper oversight of shadow banking and 

 Regulation of over the counter derivative trading. 

We aim to be able to declare these multi-year initiatives substantially complete by the time of the Brisbane Summit, 
making a significant contribution to global financial stability. 

Fixing the international taxation system is another key multi-year priority.  At a time when governments the world 
over are struggling to finance the public goods demanded by their citizens, we need to ensure their job is not made 
harder  by people or companies avoiding or evading tax. 

Work led by the OECD, under the guidance of G20 Finance Ministers, on increasing transparency and combatting tax 
base erosion and profit shifting is crucial to ensuring tax is paid, and paid where it should be – in the place where the 
activity generating the profit occurs. 

Another key aspect of resilience is ensuring our global institutions are able to deal effectively with the challenges of 
the Twenty-First Century.  

The G20’s efforts to reform IMF governance and to improve the representativeness of the Financial Stability Board are 
a vital part of this. 

If we want nations to participate actively in these institutions and accept their role in steering the global economy, we 
need to make sure they have a voice that is commensurate with their economic weight as it is now, not in years gone 
by. 

There are also important specific areas where economic architecture has not kept up with economic developments.  

Energy is a clear example. 

We are seeing rapid and far-reaching changes to global energy markets and the global energy mix. The emergence of 
US shale gas, and the possibility that the United States will become a major energy exporter has potentially far-
reaching consequences for global markets. 

Our current architecture is heavily focused on oil, and decision-making excludes some of the largest emerging 
consumers.  

Australia is committed to starting a conversation about these issues, as well as continuing the G20’s important work 
around energy efficiency and fossil fuel subsidies – issues that are important in terms of both our economic growth 
agenda and global efforts to combat climate change. 

It is also important to recognise that the international trading system now comprises more than the WTO. 



 

  

 

Globally, there are over 300 free trade agreements. We are witnessing the development of large (mega) regional 
agreements.  Many countries are participating in plurilateral or sectoral negotiations, dealing with environmental 
goods, services, information technology and government procurement. 

The trade opening these agreements bring is welcome, but the complexity of so many overlapping agreements can 
cause problems for the very businesses they are trying to help.  In the G20, we want to ensure  bilateral, regional and 
plurilateral trade agreements act as pathways to multilateralism and complement one another so they are most 
growth-enhancing. 

G20 trade ministers will meet in July to discuss this. 

Like APEC, the G20 is a strong supporter of the WTO and will emphasise the importance of implementing the Bali 
agreements, particularly trade facilitation.   But if we are to have a strong global trading system and maximise the 
opportunities for growth and jobs, we need to look both to the WTO and beyond it.  

Where Singapore fits in 

Singapore was a natural choice for Australia as one of our guests to attend the G20 this year – and it is participating 
actively, including by holding two G20-related meetings here in the next month [IIWG meeting and a high-level 
institutional roundtable on long-term investment]. 

Singapore is a key regional partner with a high degree of policy sophistication that can assist in maximising the voice 
of Asia and the Western Pacific in global affairs.  And, as a key regional financial hub, it has much to contribute on 
investment and infrastructure.  

Singapore has a great story to tell about its own economic success, based on so many of the policies that are now the 
G20’s economic reform priorities. 

What better example could there be of the benefits of trade openness and involvement in international value chains 
in bringing wealth to a developing economy? 

We also look to Singapore to share with the G20 the benefit of its regional and international linkages – for example 
with the other members of the Global Governance Group, or 3G – to ensure G20 decisions are informed by a wide 
range of interests, and their value conveyed accurately to key non-member countries. 

In short, we want Singapore to play an active role in sharing the secrets of its own success – because economic growth 
is a positive sum game.  And we want it to show leadership in continuing with reform for its own and the common 
good. 

What success looks like 

So what will success look like for Australia’s G20 Presidency? How will we know when we have successfully brought 
the ship to port? 

I would like to address this question at two levels. 

At the most basic level, success will be measured by the quality and ambition of the decisions taken by leaders at this 
year’s Brisbane Summit to reboot global growth and build resilience against crisis. 

Will the leaders of the G20, working together, be able to produce an action plan that we can credibly claim meets, or 
even goes beyond, the target of adding two percentage points to our collective GDP over the next five years? 

It will also be measured by our collective effectiveness in communicating the importance of those decisions to the 
wider world. 

We do not want the G20 to be seen as a policy “black box”.  We’re committed to delivering a short, tight and 
accessible communiqué from leaders, ideally of no more than three pages in length, written in language that the 
general population can readily grasp. 



 

  

 

But we also want to be active in communicating clearly the agenda and summit outcomes to ensure they are not just 
heard by the policy communities but also the general public. 

We  hope, too, that the decisions taken by G20 leaders will resonate widely outside government: that is why we have 
worked hard to establish  inclusive consultation processes with business, through the B20; civil society (C20); 
organised labour (L20); thought leaders (T20); and youth (the Y20). We hope that by involving these groups in the 
development of proposals, our leaders decisions will gain strong political support in each country, making them easier 
to implement. 

At the higher level, we want Australia’s year as G20 President to be seen as having made a real difference to the cause 
of international co-operation to address major global issues. We want to hand to Turkey an institution whose 
mandate has been strengthened through effective leadership and practical action that makes a difference to people’s 
lives. 

New institutions are not built in a day, nor even a year.  We must remember that the G20 is still a relatively young 
institution. Building the habits of trust and cooperation required to deal with the biggest issues takes time. It involves 
an accumulation of small successes fashioned in partnership with others; of frank, open conversations between 
leaders expressing their own views, not just the scripts provided by officials.  

If we are to bring this ship to port, it will be through the efforts of all on board, not just Australia as captain for the 
year. Ultimately, success will be measured by how much all G20 members have contributed. 


