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Bernie Fraser is fed up. He is fed up with the rent-seekers, the lobbyists and the 
opportunists. He is fed up at the over-simplification of complex issues. But most of all, he is 
fed up with the government. 
 
The former governor of the Reserve Bank of Australia (RBA) and Treasury secretary during 
the Hawke/Keating years isn’t known for being intemperate. Quietly spoken and thoughtful, 
Fraser spends his days tending his farm in rural NSW. 
 
But with the overnight cash rate at record lows and the Australian government unable to 
commit to a program of targeted investment, Fraser believes the time is right to call on the 
government to step up and deliver on its promises. “Fiscal policy has been on ice for a long 
time now,” Fraser says. 
 
Fraser, who rose from a modest country upbringing to become the nation’s chief economic 
adviser and central bank boss, has become concerned enough about the failings of 
governments in Australia and abroad to speak out. “There are so many things that have to 
be changed, without sounding too dramatic. You only have to look around the world, both 
those brands of democracy and capitalism are looking very tarnished. People have had 
enough.” 
 
Dangerous philosophies 
 



He ties the popularity of figures such as America’s Donald Trump, Britain’s Jeremy Corbyn 
and France’s Marine Le Pen to a failed compact between traditional political parties and the 
people they purport to serve. The inability of governments to be truthful with the electorate 
has disenfranchised large swathes of voters, leaving them vulnerable to the seductive but 
dangerous philosophies of these would-be leaders, or “dangerous firebrands”, as he says. 
 
And don’t even get him started on the actions of the banks during the financial planning 
debacles (“scandalous”) or neo-liberalism (“had its day”) or superannuation policy 
(“corrupted”). “Political leadership needs to change. We need fewer professional politicians. 
We need more women and more diversity.” 
 
Fraser doesn’t buy into unconventional monetary policies such as negative interest rates 
and he doubts the RBA does either. Which is why he is so adamant that we must look 
beyond the central bank for answers. “It’s just about out of ammunition of the traditional 
kind. It’s done a pretty good job using monetary policy over the last couple of decades. 
We’ve had low inflation and 25 consecutive years of growth,” he says.  “It’s a great 
achievement, one that the Reserve Bank is probably more responsible for than the 
government, with our proximity to China also playing a big role. But the situation has very 
much changed.” 
 
A slogan, not a policy 
 
Arguments in favour of fiscal tightening hold no truck with Fraser, who says the oft-used line 
that today’s spending will punish future generations is just silly. As ridiculous as the aim to 
limit total government expenditure to 25 per cent of gross domestic product. “That’s not a 
policy for government spending, that’s a slogan. There is no evidence this works and I’m 
disappointed it had been backed by Treasury.” 
 
Fraser doesn’t pull his punches when it comes to the Labor Party either, which he says has 
confused strategy with spending increases, only to see Australia slip down the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development rankings on heath and education year after 
year. “It doesn’t work that way,” he says. “You fund according to capacity to pay, you raise 
taxes and other charges according to capacity to pay. That’s a framework for sensible 
budgetary policy.” 
 
Fraser argues that long-term investment – such as expenditure on roads, schools, hospitals 
and other key infrastructure – should be separated from government wages and other 
recurring items. And that once that’s done, the perception of a budget emergency will 
disappear. 
 
That is not to say Australia shouldn’t work hard to continue to wind back generous tax 
treatments afforded to property owners and superannuants, he says. If you are targeting 
expenditure according to the capacity to pay, they should be at the top of any list. “The first 
thing you cut out are those incentives that are causing distortions at the very top.” 
 
This includes negative gearing, concessional treatment of capital gains and certain elements 
of superannuation policy. 



 
Super's real purpose 
 
Fraser says nobody in their wildest dreams would ever have thought superannuation could 
evolve into the savings vehicle of choice for the typical high-net-worth Australian. “Nobody 
who was involved with the introduction of the superannuation guarantee saw that coming. 
The purpose of that was to provide an opportunity for ordinary people to have a half-decent 
retirement and reduce the call on the aged pension.” 
 
That particular unintended consequence was exacerbated during the Howard years when 
then treasurer Peter Costello allowed a one-off, after-tax contribution to super of up to $1 
million – a situation that Fraser highlights as an example of just how badly superannuation 
has been manipulated for the benefit of the few. Recent changes to the superannuation 
caps, however, have led Fraser to the view that things are headed back in the right direction 
at long last. 
 
Fraser points to the import quotas of yesteryear as an example of policy that was devised 
with good intentions but ultimately failed not just those it was trying to help, but the 
broader population as well. “We had great difficulty in making sure we were reasonably 
clothed,” he says. “Now those import quotas have gone, there’s no reason that anybody 
should have that kind of problem anymore. “Junee, where I grew up, had a clothing factory 
and when the quotas went that had to be shut down. There was some pain but life went on 
and a great many people are now benefiting from that change.” 
 


