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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The regulatory burden being faced by the financial sector has increased sharply in recent 
years as both the Australian and international authorities have instituted substantial 
change.  Compliance costs have risen significantly and the products being offered to 
consumers affected. 

A robust and safe financial sector supported by a sound regulatory system is crucial to 
the success of market economies.  The damage that failure of significant financial 
institutions can inflict on economies and individuals has been clearly demonstrated in 
Australia and overseas over the past decade. 

Equally, however, it needs to be recognised that the success of market economies is built 
on their ability to respond flexibly and in innovative ways to changing circumstances.  
Rigid regulations can harm this flexibility.  Thus, the presumption should be to intervene 
only where there is a clear need and to do so in ways that minimise costs and distortions.   

This philosophy was reflected in the Wallis Inquiry1 which, in 1997, provided a thorough 
investigation into the regulation of the Australian financial sector.  It advocated a 
principles-based approach to regulation emphasising competitive neutrality, cost 
effectiveness, transparency, flexibility and accountability.   

The extent of intervention should be graded according to the nature of the contract 
involved and the consequences of market failure.  This suggests that, in areas where the 
consequences of failure are not severe, what might be termed ‘light-handed’ regulation 
should be used.  To be more precise, regulation can be viewed as light-handed where: 

• The policy is circumspect as to the range of services and activities where explicit 
regulations are needed.  As far as possible, reliance will be placed on market 
discipline; 

• Where regulation is introduced, reliance is place on principles-based regulation 
rather than rules-based regulation; and 

• In this regard, alternative compliance models are encouraged to meet stated 
principles. 

The Government accepted Wallis’ recommendations relating to regulatory principles.  In 
fact, these basic principles remain appropriate although the experience of the past few 
years may indicate that further consideration as to how they may be made operational 
was warranted.   

                                                 

1  Financial System Inquiry, Final Report, 1997, available at www.fsi.treasury.gov.au. 
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Moreover, as it turned out, the light-handed approach advocated by Wallis was overtaken 
by events.  The landscape was fundamentally altered by the infamous corporate 
collapses and the greater urgency given to checking the flow of finance to terrorist 
organisations.  More interventionist regulation and regulators ensued. 

Regulating well is inherently difficult.  Very often the devil really is in the detail.  The 
overarching principles may be well specified in legislation and in Second Reading 
speeches.  But once this has occurred, regulators and regulated firms must ensure that 
the spirit and letter of any legislation and resulting regulation is met at the detailed 
operational level. 

The nature of the difficulties that arise may fall under the banner of ‘the politics of detail’.  
This is a particularly difficult challenge for the regulation of the financial sector where it is 
unrealistic for either legislators or officials in Canberra to be able to monitor and assess 
the appropriateness of how regulations are being implemented in detail.  Alternative 
arrangements are needed in order to monitor and assess the practice of financial sector 
regulation and in turn support the existing accountability procedures for regulators.  

More broadly, a multi-faceted approach is recommended to improve financial sector 
regulation directed at: 

• Encouraging the design of less prescriptive regulation; 

• Ensuring that a culture consistent with an emphasis on outcome-based regulation is 
maintained throughout each of the financial sector regulators; 

• Developing a stronger information base of best practice regulation; 

• Boosting the monitoring and accountability of regulators; 

• Encouraging regulated entities to actively explore better ways of meeting the 
objectives of regulation; and 

• Advocating similarly flexible approaches to regulation in international forums. 

Ideally, the changes will institutionalise better informed and accountable systems of 
regulation that will be automatically refined over time. 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

The recognition that the imposition of a suite of new financial sector regulations 
threatened to add unreasonable costs to business (and their customers) has led to efforts 
to refine and moderate previous draft regulations, including those related to the Financial 
Services Reform ACT (FSRA), anti-money laundering (AML) and counter-terrorist 
financing (CTF) and prudential standards for general insurance.  Given this ongoing work, 
this report does not address these regulations in detail.  Nevertheless, the decisions 
taken in these re-examinations will set the tone for future agendas and it is important that 
balanced, cost effective solutions be found for the issues that have arisen. 
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Recommendation 1: Following the policy framework articulated in the Wallis Inquiry, 
the Government should be encouraged to adopt light-handed models of regulation in the 
major reviews of regulations currently under way.  The implementation of these 
regulations, as for all regulation, should use the minimum level of market intrusion 
necessary to give effect to the identified policy objectives.  It should be proportionate to 
the demonstrated market failure and applied efficiently.   

Consultative processes have generally been set up for major changes to financial sector 
regulation.  However, for some of the major changes in recent years, including FSRA and 
AML/CTF, the consultation processes were perfunctory.  Problems with the original drafts 
were not identified and addressed at an early stage and opportunities to develop more 
cost-effective approaches to meet the basic policy objectives were not explored.  There 
have been significant improvements in the consultation processes for tax matters in 
recent years and these improvements should be emulated for the development of 
financial sector regulation. 

Recommendation 2: Consultation should be comprehensive focused on ensuring the 
most cost-effective means to achieve the stated policy intent of any new or substantially 
modified financial sector regulations be undertaken at all stages of the development of the 
regulations i.e. when policy is designed, legislation is drafted, and the legislation is 
translated into specific regulations and procedures applied by the relevant regulator.  

 The design and application of regulation does not occur in a vacuum.  Developing a 
realistic understanding in the community of what can and should be expected of 
regulation will assist both legislators and regulators.  Furthermore, the net benefits to flow 
from well-crafted regulation can be substantial and in fact of a scale to rival many of the 
major microeconomic reforms introduced over the past two decades.  Better regulation 
should form a central part of the next wave of microeconomic reform. 

Recommendation 3: The business community should continue to support a broad 
debate on the need for further microeconomic reform, with the development of well-
designed regulations being an essential element of that agenda.  

The challenge of converting policy principles and legislation into operational regulations 
and practice has been complicated in recent years by potentially conflicting pressures on 
what is expected of regulators.  They should rely on light-handed approaches where 
feasible but adopt a sufficiently hands-on style to “be ahead of the game”.  Such tensions 
can be reconciled, especially if the expectations of Government are clearly spelt out.  This 
is a function of 2nd reading speeches although the intentions specified in these speeches 
are frequently incomplete.  This reflects the reality that the initial design of a regulation 
cannot appreciate all aspects of how the regulation will operate in practice and the 
‘regulatory craft’ will be an evolving exercise.  Thus, expectations articulated in 2nd 
reading speeches may need to be refined and elaborated at a future point.  

Recommendation 4: For major pieces of financial sector regulation, the Government 
should release a statement of policy intent, initially in the form of its 2nd reading speech 
and thereafter conduct a post implementation review within two years to measure whether 
the objectives were being achieved in the most cost effective manner.  
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Unaided, legislators and officials in Canberra will always struggle to provide close 
oversight of financial sector regulators.  Treasury has a traditional and structure that 
makes it very effective in advising on the design and objectives of policy.  However, it is 
not well-tuned to support the implementation and subsequent monitoring of regulations at 
a detailed level.  Even more so, Government and Parliament tend to struggle to cope with 
this ‘politics of detail’. 

The oversight of financial sector regulators would benefit from the establishment of a 
dedicated bureau with a mission to identify and filter systemic issues.  It would provide 
advice to regulators and legislators as needed, and report to Parliament on an annual 
basis.  As such, it would contribute to both a better informed debate about the regulatory 
performance – including minimising unhelpful distractions that frequently surface – and 
assist in progressively improving regulatory practice. 

Recommendation 5: A Bureau of Financial Sector Regulation should be established to 
oversee financial sector regulation.   

A stronger knowledge base and analytical capability than exists today would facilitate the 
development of well-crafted regulations.  Being able to analyse and quantify the benefits 
of reform, and then use these results in public forums, proved to be of considerable value 
in driving the adoption and acceptance of earlier reforms such as the reduction of tariffs.  
Emulation of this experience would significantly benefit financial institutions, their 
customers and the economy more broadly.   

Recommendation 6: The Bureau of Financial Sector Regulation should be tasked with 
the development of common methodologies to calculate the costs of complying with 
financial sector regulation. The Bureau should work closely with FICA (or the different 
industry associations) to help to ensure that this effort is as cost-effective as possible.   

The development of a deeper understanding of both the direct and indirect costs and 
benefits of regulations requires both better understanding and the development of a 
stronger analytical capability.   

Recommendation 7: The Bureau of Financial Sector Regulation should be given a 
mandate to lift the quality of the cost-benefit analysis of financial sector regulation, and be 
resourced adequately for this task.  The Bureau should encourage a deeper 
understanding of best practice regulation.   

Wallis emphasised the desirability of tailoring the extent of regulatory intervention to the 
‘intensity’ of the financial promises involved.  For most areas of financial sector regulation, 
there is scope for alternative procedures to be adopted by different institutions in order to 
meet a basic policy objective.  Where feasible, the regulatory framework should be 
designed to allow alternative compliance models to be used and regulators should 
encourage their adoption as an option to the regulator’s default model.   
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This approach should allow institutions to tailor their compliance to their particular 
circumstances and, in turn, encourage innovation and competition in the sector.  In 
addition, the lessons learnt from alternative compliance models should contribute to 
progressive improvements in how regulation overall is conducted. 

Recommendation 8: The Government should recognise the potential usefulness of 
regulated entities being able to develop their own compliance models to achieve 
regulator-specified outcomes.  APRA and ASIC, in particular, should be encouraged to 
define what is expected of regulated entities and to develop a framework for alternative 
compliance models for specified areas of regulation.  

One area where more interventionist regulation has occurred than had been anticipated 
by the Wallis Inquiry is in the payments system.  The Payments System Board (PSB) has 
a mandate to ensure the stability and reliability of the payments system.  It also needs to 
foster competition and efficiency in the system.  However, as in other areas of the 
economy, the presumption should be to encourage competition through, inter alia, 
ensuring that barriers to entry are minimised rather than to directly intervene.   

The RBA’s decision to directly intervene in the setting of interchange has been taken 
without strong evidence of net benefits, at the risk of harming innovation and against the 
basic philosophy of light-handed regulation.  This is one area of regulation not under 
active review by Government that could be revisited.  

Recommendation 9: The Reserve Bank should be encouraged to reconsider its 
current approach to the regulation of interchange and explore less constraining means to 
encourage appropriate competition.  

The cumulative impact of the raft of regulations introduced over recent years has been as 
much of a challenge for financial institutions as many of the individual measures 
themselves.  Also, despite efforts to minimise overlap between the operations of different 
regulators and regulations, such overlap has inevitably arisen.  Conflicts have occurred 
both from international obligations placed on many financial institutions – notably in the 
context of Sarbanes-Oxley – but also on the domestic front.  

APRA and ASIC have been aware of potential issues of overlap and have taken steps to 
minimise them.  The risk, however, will persist and thus there should be a means to 
regularly identify problems that may arise. 

Recommendation 10: The Bureau of Financial Regulation should have a mandate to 
monitor areas of duplication and inconsistency across regulators.  

Many of the pressures that have occurred in recent years have originated from 
international sources.  In the case of Sarbanes-Oxley, there was little scope for Australia 
to influence the outcome at the time.  However, this legislation is far from ideal and there 
is a growing chorus of voices, both in the United States and elsewhere, arguing for 
modification.  Australia should explore opportunities to encourage refinement to the 
Sarbanes-Oxley legislation. 
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In other areas of regulation fostered by international bodies, Australia has often been in 
the lead advocating the development of outcomes-based models of regulation.  This 
activity is supported.  Nevertheless, problems have arisen where due regard has not be 
made at an early stage to the costs and complications involved in converting the policy 
principles into domestic regulatory practice (as was the case for AML/CTF).  As noted 
above, the implementation of regulations will be an evolutionary process and thus some 
flexibility and scope for learning should be recognised throughout the consideration by the 
relevant international body.  Another problem that has occurred in the case of the 
introduction of new accounting standards has been that the international competitiveness 
of early adopters has been affected for a period.  

Recommendation 11: The Government should continue taking a lead in the developing 
of outcomes-based models of regulation in international forums.  It should also encourage 
the recognition that regulatory frameworks may need to evolve as specific regulations are 
made operational.   In adoption of international standards, Australian legislators and 
regulators should take due regard to the impact of early adoption on international 
competitiveness of domestic players. 

Significant problems have been encountered in translating what still appears to be a 
sensible set of principles in Wallis into practice.  Over the past year, legislators, advisors, 
regulators and industry have devoted considerable effort to ameliorating the worst of the 
problems that have occurred with various sets of regulations.  But given this experience, 
and the desirability of learning from it, an independent review focusing on the 
implementation of policy principles into regulatory practice is warranted.  A loose parallel 
can be drawn to the relationship between proposed review and Wallis and that of the 
Martin and Campbell Inquiries of the 1970s/1980s.   

The terms of reference for such a review could include: 

• Assessing whether the basic assumptions and philosophy underpinning Wallis’ 
analysis should be modified in light of the corporate failures seen in recent years in 
the financial sector; 

• Reviewing areas where a more outcomes-based approach to regulation could be 
implemented; 

• Reviewing the extent of convergence in financial services and the extent to which a 
common approach should be applied to the regulation of financial services; 

• Exploring criteria for developing more differentiated approaches to ‘general market 
regulation’ (including regulation involving licensing and the disclosure of information);  

• Investigating the scope for ‘alternative compliance’ models where the regulated 
entity can demonstrate the effectiveness of its processes in meeting outcomes that 
are set by the regulator or legislator;  
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• Examining the scope for limiting regulatory overlap.  This will include overlap both 
between jurisdictions and between national regulators, especially APRA and ASIC 
and possibly the ACCC; and 

• In reviewing financial sector regulation, consideration should be given to the 
appropriate role to be performed by boards and senior management, and the level at 
which they should communicate with regulators. 

Recommendation 12: An independent review of the Wallis Inquiry should be conducted 
with an emphasis on the appropriateness of its underlying philosophy and the 
implementation of its recommendations using terms of reference along the lines of those 
in the text.  

 



Review of Business Regulation in Australia 
 
 
7 November 2005  
 
 
 

Final Report  Page 1 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

There are laws against fraud and misbehaviour of other kinds and they should be 
vigorously enforced.  But it’s important that we don’t overreact.  It’s also important that we 
don’t impose on ethical but nonetheless robust business operators in our country, a new 
layer of unproductive and ultimately self-defeating regulation.  

Prime Minister John Howard, 6 August 2002 

The Prime Minister made this statement at a time when the United States was adopting 
the onerous Sarbanes-Oxley legislation in response to the serious deficiencies in 
corporate governance that were exposed by the series of corporate failures.  The Prime 
Minister was signalling that there was a danger of overreaction and that Australian policy-
makers wanted to maintain a balanced and generally light-handed approach to business 
regulation. 

Despite those intentions, the regulatory burden being faced by industry has increased 
markedly in recent years, especially in the financial sector.  Business has been 
confronted with a succession of substantial regulatory changes instituted by both 
Australian and international authorities.  Compliance costs have risen significantly and the 
products being offered to consumers affected. 

Business regulations are directed at legitimate policy objectives.  Unfettered, the market 
economy will not always deliver socially optimal outcomes.  Accordingly, legislators will be 
required to make judgements about the need for, and design of, regulatory intervention.   

In making these judgements, it needs to be recognised that the success of market 
economies is built on their ability to respond flexibly and in innovative ways to changing 
circumstances.  Rigid regulations can harm this flexibility.  Thus, the presumption should 
be to intervene only where there is a clear need and to do so in ways that minimise costs 
and distortions.  Wherever feasible, policy-makers and regulators should aim to establish 
the objectives that the policy or regulations aim to achieve and then design regimes that 
allow these to be carried out in a flexible rather than prescriptive manner. 

This report concentrates on business regulation that specifically applies to financial 
institutions.  It will not examine the design and implementation of regulations that apply 
throughout the economy such as those related to tax, accounting standards, labour or 
workers’ compensation.   

Even excluding these areas of regulation, it is clear that financial institutions are heavily 
regulated – indeed, much more so than most sectors of the economy – and have become 
more so in recent years.  This has implications for the entire economy because of the 
central place assumed by the financial sector.  Any systemic problems in the financial 
sector can have a widespread impact on the economy and community while, equally, an 
efficient and dynamic financial sector will deliver widespread benefits. 
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All regulations lie on a continuum with prescriptive and outcomes-based regulation lying 
near either end.  Simply put, outcomes- or principles-based regulation involves specifying 
a standard for the desired regulatory outcome without specifying how the compliance is to 
be achieved.  Prescriptive regulation by contrast specifies how certain activities should be 
undertaken to achieve the desired regulatory outcome. 

In 1997, the Wallis Inquiry2 undertook a thorough investigation into financial sector 
regulation.  It advocated a principles-based approach to regulation emphasising 
competitive neutrality, cost effectiveness, transparency, flexibility and accountability.  The 
extent of intervention should be graded according to the nature of the contract involved 
and the consequences of market failure.  For example, in the area of prudential 
regulation, Wallis states: 3 

As a general principle, financial safety regulation will be required where promises are 
judged to be very difficult to honour and assess, and produce highly adverse 
consequences if breached.  … promises which rank highly on all three characteristics are 
referred to as having a high ‘intensity’.  The higher the intensity of a promise, the stronger 
the case for regulation to reduce the likelihood of breach.  

The Government accepted Wallis’ recommendations relating to regulatory principles.  
However, as it turned out, the light-handed approach advocated by Wallis was overtaken 
by events.  The landscape was fundamentally altered by the infamous corporate 
collapses in Australia and overseas as well as the greater urgency given to checking the 
flow of finance to terrorist organisations.  More interventionist regulation and regulators 
ensued. 

The result has been increased costs and reduced innovation and limited product choices.  
The implementation of a number of the regulatory changes that have been introduced in 
recent years or are now being introduced – including the Financial Services Reform Act 
(FSRA), prudential regulations for insurance, Basel II and anti-money laundering and 
counter-terrorist financing (AML/CTF) – individually have consumed considerable 
resources.  The cumulative impact of these changes has then quite naturally elicited 
widespread frustration. 

The issue for legislators, then, is whether the benefits of the new regulations justify these 
costs or whether the policy objectives could be adequately met by other means.  This 
report that the pendulum has swung too far and the regulations are tending to add to the 
cost of financial services with few benefits for consumers.  

                                                 

2  Financial System Inquiry, Final Report, 1997, available at www.fsi.treasury.gov.au.  This is labelled FSI below.  

3  FSI, p190. 
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Regulating well is an inherently difficult task.  Very often the devil really is in the detail.  
The overarching principles may be well specified in legislation and in Second Reading 
speeches.  But once this has occurred, regulators and regulated firms must ensure that 
the spirit and letter of any legislation and resulting regulation is met and, if necessary, can 
be demonstrated to have been met at the detailed operational level. 

One of the founding principles of modern management is the impossibility of   
management specifying processes at a minute level – and the cognate imperative to 
empower employees to improve the processes and routines by which they do their work.  
It is often difficult enough to foster a culture of employee initiative within a firm’s reporting, 
command and accountability structures.  Adding a second quite different source of 
command – that of government regulation – can make such empowerment much more 
difficult again, often in ways that are poorly understood even by managers quite close to 
the process let alone senior management and policy makers.  

Options that could lower operating costs or otherwise improve flexibility within a firm may 
no longer be considered.  This can happen without policy makers or senior managers 
even being aware of the fact as resistance to new ways of doing things is strengthened by 
internal views – informed or otherwise – about what does and does not comply with the 
regulation.  Where change is considered, lawyers will often have to be commissioned to 
advise on the compliance of alternative approaches.  Moreover, neither policy makers, 
nor their advisers, will have the time, the inclination or the incentives to regularly address 
many of the problems thus caused.   

The nature of the difficulties that arise may fall under the banner of ‘the politics of 
detail’.  As argued below, this is a particularly difficult challenge for the regulation of the 
financial sector where it is unrealistic for either legislators – i.e. Cabinet Ministers or 
Parliament – or the Commonwealth Treasury to be able to monitor and assess the 
appropriateness of how regulations are being implemented in detail.  Alternative 
accountability arrangements are warranted.  

In addition, the quality of the administration of regulation will crucially depend upon the 
experience and skills of regulators themselves.  The complexity of the activities of 
financial institutions – and the range of activity across different types of institutions – 
makes it extremely difficult for regulators to develop and maintain appropriate skills.  The 
HIH Royal Commission highlighted this as an important issue for APRA as it became 
established.  The difficulty that regulators face in understanding and keeping pace with 
details of the businesses they regulate is of continuing concern among many regulated 
entities and, subject to core standards being maintained, reinforces the desirability of 
exploring flexible, less intrusive forms of regulatory practice. 

In response to these challenges, this report recommends a multi-faceted approach to 
developing a framework for regulation that will foster continual improvement.  This will 
involve reconsideration of the design of some important pieces of financial sector 
regulation.  Even more vital at this point is the need to improve the accountability of 
regulators and to change the culture within which regulations are enacted.   
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A series of steps to meet these objectives are developed and brought together in 
Section 5.  The recommendations include two important elements: 

• The establishment of new institutional arrangements to improve the accountability 
and monitoring of regulators.  In particular, in light of the difficulties associated with 
the “politics of detail”, it is recommended that responsibility for much of the oversight 
of financial sector regulation be devolved to a new body termed the Bureau of 
Financial Sector Regulation; and 

• Conducting an independent review of the complications encountered in putting the 
Wallis principles into action and how greater reliance on principles-based regulation 
can be instituted in the financial sector.4 

In making these recommendations, it is acknowledged that the Government is engaged 
on a number of exercises that will contribute to improving financial sector regulation.  
These include the re-examination of the proposed regulations for FSRA and AML as well 
as the recently announced Task Force on Reducing the Regulatory Burden on Business.5  
However, while helpful, it is unlikely that these processes will succeed in delivering lasting 
best practice regulation: 

• As discussed below, the likely refinements to FSRA and AML should ameliorate 
some of the more severe aspects of the draft regulations without achieving what 
could be regarded as good principles-based regulation.  But more fundamentally, the 
nature of the regulations inherent in FSRA and AML mean that their appropriateness 
will depend on the detail of how they are implemented as much as their basic design.  
Also, they potentially apply to a wide range of financial services in what is a rapidly 
evolving industry.  Consequently, the application of the regulations will need to 
accommodate this evolution in a sensible fashion, and this is difficult for legislators or 
officials in Canberra to do. 

• The Task Force has been charged with a substantial brief, covering, at least on 
paper, all areas of business regulation.  One of its main aims will be to establish an 
effective system of regulatory review based on detailed cost-benefit analyses.  The 
regulation of the financial sector, along with all parts of the economy, should gain 
from this effort (see Section 5).  However, as argued in Section 5, effective oversight 
of financial sector regulators would benefit from solutions specifically targeted at the 
financial sector – the Task Force’s brief is too broad for sector specific solutions to 
be forthcoming.   

                                                 

4  The Financial Sector Advisory Council (FSAC) has conducted a review of Wallis, but that review was limited in 
scope.  A thorough evaluation of the how the Wallis principles were implemented in detail, and the problems 
exposed by this exercise, is warranted. 

5  See the joint press release issued by the Prime Minister and Treasurer at 
http://www.regulationtaskforce.gov.au/media/mr20051012.html. 
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Accordingly, this report sets out an approach to develop complementary action to improve 
the regulation of the financial sector.  The report is structured as follows.  Financial sector 
regulation has typically relied on a combination of market discipline assisted by effective 
disclosure, corporate governance and direct supervision.  The balance in the reliance on 
each of these components, as well as the extent of direct intervention and rule-making by 
regulators, has varied across countries and across time.  Section 2 reviews the state of 
knowledge as to what approach works best in practice, concluding that, while the 
empirical evidence is not as yet definitive, the weight of evidence lends support to light-
handed regulation.  Section 2 goes on to summarise the policy principles recommended 
by the Wallis Inquiry. 

Section 3 reviews the reasons behind the increased regulatory burden confronting the 
financial sector in recent years.  It examines both domestic and international forces at 
work and argues the need for better regulation to form a central plank in future 
microeconomic reform agendas.  

Section 4 explores in more detail Australia’s experience of four important aspects of 
financial sector regulation, namely the challenges that APRA faced in the early years of 
its operations, the introduction of the Financial Services Reform Act, measures directed at 
anti-money laundering and counter-terrorist financing, and the regulation of the payments 
system. 

The main lessons from the experience of recent years are set down in Section 5.  Policy-
makers and regulators recognise that the increased regulatory burden has demanded 
modifications to the approaches that were being adopted and, over recent months, they 
have acted to ameliorate the impact of some of the most onerous regulations.  The 
challenge now is how to ensure that this attitude is embedded into regulatory practice on 
an ongoing basis and to cultivate mechanisms that encourage continual improvement in 
regulatory practice.  Accordingly, Section 5 develops a series of recommendations aimed 
at institutionalising better regulatory practice. 

A short conclusion follows. 
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2. THE REGULATION OF THE FINANCIAL SECTOR 

The regulation of financial markets around the world has been subject to intense 
challenges over the past decade.  Convergence of financial products and institutions, the 
inexorable integration of international financial markets, the sophistication of financial 
instruments, infamous corporate failures and banking crises in a number of emerging 
markets have combined to confront the design and application of regulatory systems.   

At the same time, policy-makers and regulators in numerous countries have substantially 
modified their regulatory systems in an effort to address these developments.6  They 
have done so in what is a very uncertain environment, where understandings of best 
practice are informed by an imperfect and very fluid information base.  However, among 
experts, as discussed below, a consensus in support of principles-based regulation rather 
than prescriptive and more interventionist approaches has emerged.  This is certainly the 
approach recommended by the Wallis Inquiry in Australia and supported by the 
Government.   

This section begins by reviewing some of the main theoretical and empirical messages to 
emerge from the academic literature.  This is followed by a summary of the main 
conclusions and recommendations from the Wallis Inquiry.  The basic approach 
advocated by Wallis has stood the test of time but, as argued in subsequent sections, 
refinement of this basic approach is needed in order for the basic policy principles to be 
translated into regulatory practice.  

2.1. LESSONS FROM THE LITERATURE 

The most appropriate means of influencing a particular economic or social policy 
objective will vary according to, inter alia, the nature of the risks, the consequences of 
failure and market structure.  Djankov et al outline four basic strategies that societies 
have employed to meet their objectives.7  Stated in order of increasing intervention by 
government, they are reliance on market discipline, private litigation, enforcement through 
regulatory agencies and state ownership.  Most developed markets will rely on a 
combination of these four strategies.8  

Consider, for example, the aim of having liquid, robust and transparent securities 
markets.9  Four basic choices are available: 

                                                 

6  The Bank for International Settlements has played a pivotal role in informing, influencing and coordinating this 
response. 

7  Djankov et al (2003).  

8  This is certainly the case for the regulation of the financial sector in Australia.  The regulation of the payments 
system is the main area where the public sector directly participates.   

9  This example is taken from Shleifer (2005).  
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• The fact that market participants will seek repeat business means that reputational 
concerns will impose a discipline for transparency and truthful market practice; 

• This can be reinforced by the buyers of securities being able to litigate if they feel 
cheated; 

• Alternatively, regulators can impose disclosure and other conduct provisions on 
market participants; or  

• Governments could nationalise security issuance. 

Note that there is an important overlap between the second and third approaches 
involving the private enforcement of public rules (i.e. through litigation or the threat of 
litigation rather than a regulator enforcing the rules).  Also, there will be a gradation of 
public rules with some being mandatory, others not.  For example, for issues where 
compulsion is not called for, regulation (or guidance) may be used to set aspirational 
standards.  This can enable a plurality, and a degree of contestability, of approach.  
Innovation is not choked off. 

The choice of approach for a particular concern will depend upon a trade-off between the 
extent to which ‘market failure’ and ‘regulatory failure’ apply in the circumstances at hand, 
and the costs associated with each.  Each of the four options has advantages and 
disadvantages and the degree to which public intervention is appropriate will vary. 

In developed market economies, the presumption is typically to rely as much as possible 
on establishing market conditions that are conducive to achieving desired outcomes and 
avoiding more interventionist regulations and supervision.  This presumption reflects a 
strong belief that the success of market economies depends upon their ability to innovate 
and respond flexibly to change.  Economic efficiency is thereby boosted and the market is 
best able to provide choice to consumers. 

While this presumption in favour of light-handed regulation is widely held among policy-
makers and many observers, it does not always carry the day.  The rebukes that 
politicians or regulators face when a problem emerges typically greatly outweigh any 
plaudits they may receive for adopting a restrained approach to regulation.  As UK Prime 
Minister Blair stated:10 

A civil servant or regulator who fails to regulate a risk that materialises will be castigated.  
How many are rewarded when they refuse to regulate and take the risk? 

                                                 

10  See Blair (2005).  
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The benefits from a sensible approach to regulation are diffuse but substantial while the 
costs of an unregulated risk materialising are concentrated and highly visible and, even 
though the actual costs may be limited, can lead to a vocal reaction.  This situation is not 
unique.  Similar considerations apply to most of the major microeconomic reforms of the 
past.  For example, tariff reform affected particular groups in society quite acutely but the 
net benefits were significant. 

Just as in the tariff debate, it is important in developing an appropriate approach to 
regulation to be able to quantitatively assess the merits of alternative strategies.  At this 
point, the empirical basis for making these judgements is not strong and, accordingly, 
Section 5 discusses how the knowledge base for specific regulations may be 
strengthened. 

However, it is of interest that there is a growing body of empirical evidence internationally 
that supports the presumption of light-handed regulation for, at least, the financial sector.  
Consider first the prudential regulation of banking.  There has been an extensive literature 
on the causes and resolution of banking crises without, until recently, a consistent and 
comprehensive empirical base for this literature.  However, this research has been 
assisted appreciably in recent years by the development of a large database at the World 
Bank on the nature of regulations and supervision in 107 economies around the globe.11  
While the results from the analysis of this database are still tentative, some useful 
evidence appears to be emerging and might be summarised in the following conclusion:12 

The results … raise a cautionary flag regarding government policies that rely excessively 
on direct government supervision and regulation of bank activities.  The findings instead 
suggest that policies that rely on guidelines that (1) force accurate information disclosure, 
(2) empower private-sector corporate control of banks, and (3) foster incentives for private 
agents to exert corporate control work best to promote bank development, performance 
and stability. 

Similar conclusions are emerging for the regulation of securities markets.  In particular, 
La Porta et al (2004) in examining the operation of stock markets in 49 countries 
concluded that:13 

                                                 

11  Barth et al (2001).  

12  Barth et al (2003). 

13  La Porta et al (2004).  
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First, the answer to the question of whether securities laws ‘matter’ is a definite yes.  
Financial markets do not prosper when left to market forces alone.  Second, our findings 
suggest that securities laws matter because they facilitate private contracting rather than 
provide for public regulatory enforcement.  Specifically, we find that several aspects of 
public enforcement, such as having an independent and/or focused regulator or criminal 
sanctions, do not matter, and others matter only in some regressions.  In contrast, both 
extensive disclosure requirements and standards of liability facilitating investor recovery of 
losses are associated with larger stock markets. 

This literature which is exploring regulatory and legal practice across countries is still in its 
infancy, but it does lend strong support to the presumption against excessive reliance on 
intervention and in favour of light-handed regulation.  It is of some concern, then that the 
regulation of the financial sector has become more interventionist in recent years.  Before 
reviewing these trends in Section 3, it is useful to review some of the main messages 
from the Wallis Inquiry. 

2.2. WALLIS INQUIRY 

The Wallis Inquiry identified three basic (and sometimes overlapping) reasons for 
regulating the financial sector: 

• Regulation designed to promote competitive and efficient markets; 

• Regulation involving the prescription of standards or quality of service, in this case 
related primarily to the promotion of financial safety; and 

• Regulation for other social purposes. 

Each of these types of regulations will be discussed in greater detail in the subsections 
that follow. 

2.2.1. Regulation to Promote Competitive and Efficient Markets 

Regulation to promote competitive and efficient markets, referred to in the Wallis Report 
as ‘general market regulation’, is found in all sectors of the economy.  This category 
encompasses regulation to prevent fraud and deter anti-competitive behaviour such as 
collusion or monopolisation (conduct regulation) and regulation to promote adequate 
disclosure (disclosure regulation).  Three main areas of general market regulation were 
examined: 

• Financial market integrity; 

• Consumer protection; and  

• Competition regulation. 
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The Wallis Report concluded that as a general principle, greater regulatory consistency 
and efficiency will result from economy-wide regulation and that, consequently, this 
should always be preferred unless a clear case for sector-specific arrangements can be 
demonstrated.  In this context, Wallis noted that competition objectives are not unique to 
financial markets.  The case for specialised arrangements in this area is therefore 
relatively weak.  

In contrast, Wallis argued that there was a case for specific regulation related to both 
financial market integrity and consumer protection.  In the case of market integrity, sound, 
orderly and transparent markets are essential if they are to operate efficiently:14 

Financial market prices can be sensitive to information, and this raises the potential for 
misuse of information.  For this reason, regulators around the world impose specific 
disclosure requirements (such as prospectus rules) and conduct rules (such as 
prohibitions on insider trading) on financial market participants.  The complexity of financial 
products and markets, their intrinsic risks – including those due to limited information – and 
the detailed knowledge required to deliver efficient regulation in this area argue strongly for 
continued specialised regulatory arrangements. 

Similarly, Wallis maintained that there were two grounds that justified specialist consumer 
protection regulation for financial services:15 

First, the complexity of financial products increases the probability that financially 
unsophisticated consumers can misunderstand or be misled about the nature of financial 
promises, particularly their obligations and risks.  This, combined with the potential 
consequences of dishonour, has led most countries to establish a disclosure regime for 
financial products that is considerably more intense than disclosure rules for most non-
financial products. 

Secondly, financial complexity also increases the incidence of misunderstanding and 
dispute.  Given this, and the high cost of litigation, a number of countries have imposed 
specific regulation of financial sales and advice and established low-cost industry 
complaints schemes or tribunals for resolving disputes. 

What is important to note about general market regulation and will be relevant to 
evaluation of the principles of design for frameworks designed to attain their objectives is 
that they are not directed at prescribing a particular market result.  Rather, they are 
directed at improving competitive and information transmission processes within the 
markets in question.  The regulatory framework, then, should aim to harness the feedback 
mechanisms of market discipline as far as possible in principles-based or ‘light handed 
regulation’. 

                                                 

14  FSI, p188. 

15  FSI, p189. 
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2.2.2. Regulating for Financial Safety  

Wallis recognises the need for more intensive regulation to promote financial safety.  
Even here, Wallis stresses the desirability of managing risk, not eliminating risk:16  

While in some other industries safety regulation aims to eliminate risk almost entirely (for 
example, to eliminate health risks in food preparation), this is not an appropriate aim for 
most areas of the financial system.  One of the vital economic functions of the financial 
system is to manage, allocate and price risk. 

The motivation behind regulation for financial safety reflects two sets of characteristics of 
financial markets: 

• The consequences of financial contracts not being honoured can be particularly 
severe by creating systemic risk external to the parties to that contract – hence the 
need for prudential regulation. 

• The problem of information asymmetry facing most consumers can be so severe that 
they cannot reliably assess risk regardless of how much disclosure is mandated – 
thus, as a complement to disclosure regulation, licensing requirements such as 
stipulating that only ‘fit and proper’ persons can act as financial advisors are used. 

A prevailing theme throughout Wallis is that the choice of regulatory arrangements for a 
particular concern should be graduated according to the risks and costs involved.  This is 
reflected in the Report’s consideration of financial safety:17 

… the Inquiry considers that the intensity of financial safety regulation should be 
proportional to the intensity of financial promises. 

Wallis judged that the most “intense” financial promises involved payments services.  
This, in fact, is reflected in the regulation directed at ensuring the integrity of the 
payments system where the role of government includes its monopoly in the provision of 
cash and a very direct involvement in the running of other parts of the payments system.   

In regard to prudential regulation, Wallis emphasised the trade-off between efficiency 
(because of the inherent problems of moral hazard and adverse selection) and financial 
stability.  It recommended that a new prudential regulator be established which it labelled 
the Australian Prudential Regulation Commission (APRC):18 

                                                 

16  FSI, pp189-190. 

17  FSI, p192. 

18  FSI, p321. 
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Recommendation 34:  The intensity of prudential regulation needs to balance 
financial safety and efficiency.   

The APRC’s charter should emphasise the need to approach prudential regulation in a 
way that balances the objective of promoting financial safety with the need to minimise the 
adverse effects on efficiency, competition, innovation and competitive neutrality. This 
balance should preserve a spectrum of market risk and return choices for retail investors, 
meeting their differing needs and preferences. 

Again, the intensity with which prudential regulation should be applied would vary with the 
nature of the financial promises involved.  Wallis recommended that authorised deposit-
taking institutions (ADIs) be regulated most intensively. 

Furthermore, Wallis recognised the limitations of prudential supervision:19 

… regulation cannot and should not ensure that all financial promises are kept … Primary 
responsibility should remain with those who make financial promises. 

Indeed, consistent with the principles set down by the Bank for International Settlements, 
Wallis argued that effective prudential regulation would involve elements of market 
discipline, corporate governance and regulatory supervision.  The extent of supervision is 
limited by both the practicalities involved in monitoring numerous and varied institutions 
and, more fundamentally, the desirability of finding an appropriate balance to foster the 
efficiency of the financial system.  (This judgement is supported by the international 
evidence on regulatory practice discussed briefly above.) 

Finally, the notion that the intensity of regulation should vary applied equally in areas of 
consumer and investor protection.  For example, Wallis argued this case in terms of 
investment products:20 

Regulation should seek to ensure that, while risk remains, those making promises ensure 
that risks are appropriately managed in accordance with the reasonable expectations of 
their promises.  This may involve varying degrees of regulatory intensity – greater 
regulatory intensity is appropriate for a life company annuity product involving both 
investment and mortality risks than for a market-linked investment. 

2.2.3. Regulation for Social Purposes 

The third rationale for regulation outlined by Wallis is the desire to achieve other primarily 
non-economic social objectives.  Wallis recommended that, generally, social objectives 
are better achieved by tax and transfer policies than by regulations (although this may not 
always be deemed to be practical).  

                                                 

19  FSI, p192. 

20  FSI, p193. 
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To an extent, social objectives in the financial sector have been addressed through some 
combination of self-regulation and industry codes.  Government has exerted moral 
suasion with the implicit threat of direct intervention.  This is the case, for example, with 
the provision of financial services for disadvantaged groups or regional centres.   

The one area where social (or non-economic) objectives have been prominent in recent 
years has been with efforts to constrain money laundering and finance for terrorist 
activities.  While Wallis did not address this issue directly, the principle balancing 
intervention with the costs and risks involved will also apply here.  Indeed, just as in other 
areas of law enforcement, the objective is to develop cost effective means of minimising 
illegal practice rather than adopt onerous zero tolerance obligations on market 
participants. 

2.2.4. Implications 

The above discussion implies that regulations are likely to be more intensive and 
extensive in the financial sector than elsewhere in the economy.  However, there is still a 
strong presumption in favour of a light-handed approach to the design and 
implementation of regulations.   

To guide consideration of the development of particular regulations, Wallis set out five 
basic principles that should be followed: 

• Competitive neutrality – a principle that has become especially relevant in the 
context of convergence of financial products and institutions.  It implies that there 
should be:21  

… minimal barriers to entry and exit from markets and products, no undue restrictions on 
institutions or the products they offer and that markets should be open to the widest 
possible range of participants. 

• Cost effectiveness – while Wallis couched this principle in terms of cost 
effectiveness, it could be expressed in broader terms of economic efficiency.   Wallis 
contended that among the implications of the principle are two beliefs that are central 
to the consideration of financial sector regulation in Australia:22 

… a presumption in favour of minimal regulation unless a higher level of intervention is 
justified.  

The allocation of functions among regulatory bodies should ideally also minimise overlaps, 
duplication and conflicts. 

                                                 

21  FSI, p197. 

22  FSI, p197. 
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• Transparency – so that all providers of financial services and all their customers are 
fully aware of their rights and responsibilities. 

• Flexibility – given the fluidity of the financial sector, the regulatory framework needs 
to be able to accommodate – and indeed foster – change while maintaining the 
integrity of the regulations and the financial system.  

• Accountability – regulatory agencies need to be both independent and skilled.  
Also, Wallis argued that:23 

… the regulatory structure must be accountable to its stakeholders and subject to regular 
reviews of its efficiency and effectiveness. 

These principles inform the recommendations developed below in Section 5. 

2.3. LIGHT-HANDED REGULATION 

As noted above, Wallis emphasised the desirability of matching the approach to 
regulation with the “intensity” of the need.  This suggests that, in areas where the 
consequences of failure are not severe, what might be termed “light-handed” regulation 
should be used.  To be more precise, regulation can be viewed as light-handed where: 

• The policy is circumspect as to the range of services and activities where explicit 
regulations are needed.  As far as possible, reliance will be placed on market 
discipline; 

• Where regulation is introduced, reliance is place on principles-based regulation 
rather than rules-based regulation; and 

• In this regard, alternative compliance models are promoted to meet stated principles. 

Light-handed regulation is not without its difficulties, especially in that it can increase 
uncertainty for regulated entities.  This uncertainty can lead to overly legalistic responses 
to new regulations as regulated entities try to account for all possible eventualities (a case 
of “liability anxiety”).  As discussed in Section 4, this appears to have been a significant 
factor with the introduction of the FSRA.  Possible mechanisms to alleviate the impact of 
this uncertainty include: 

• Developing a set of rules that regulated entities can chose to adopt instead of 
developing their own response to the overarching principles.  (The approach used for 
capital requirements under Basel II is an example of this); or 

• The regulator providing detailed guidance on what actions would be expected in 
order for the regulated body to meet the principles. 

                                                 

23  FSI, p198. 
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3. THE GROWTH IN THE REGULATORY BURDEN 

The Business Council of Australia (BCA) has summarised the inexorably increasing 
regulatory burden facing business throughout the economy.24  As the BCA argues, while 
the specific policy objectives of the various regulations are typically understandable and 
indeed, laudable, the regulations are often poorly designed and their cumulative impact 
has become a significant inhibitor of an efficient economy.  The issue is not one of being 
pro or anti regulation but rather one of balance and how to best design and implement 
regulations to efficiently meet legitimate policy objectives.  

While the regulation of many aspects of the economy reflects largely domestic priorities, 
international pressures have heavily influenced regulation in the financial sector.  Given 
its central place in modern economies and societies, the financial sector is among the 
most heavily regulated areas of all developed economies.  Its central role means that both 
the costs of poor regulation and the benefits of sensible regulation are amplified.  

The section briefly reviews some of the main international trends affecting financial sector 
regulation followed by a discussion of what is implied for the domestic agenda.   

3.1. INTERNATIONAL ASPECTS 

A range of forces have combined to test the regulatory systems in domestic and global 
financial markets over the past decade: 

• Financial sector liberalisation in many developed economies has seen a reduction in 
the direct participation of government or its agencies in the operation of the financial 
system and an increased reliance on the private sector to meet policy objectives; 

• The rapid development of new information technologies has facilitated the global 
integration of financial markets; 

• The resultant international competition has spawned new products and new forms of 
institutions as financial companies endeavoured to focus on their areas of relative 
strength – convergence in products and institutions has seen a blurring of the 
characteristics of different financial services provided by different players; 

• Prices in asset markets have surged in many markets (perhaps triggered by financial 
market liberalisation and the new technologies which have created new areas of 
economic activity and profit); 

• This has occurred against the backdrop of often poor governance standards and 
disclosure laws which has been revealed in corporate failures such as Enron and 
WorldCom; and 

                                                 

24  Business Council of Australia (2005).  
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• In addition, the pace of change has severely tested the financial systems in a 
number of emerging markets resulting in a number of ‘crises’. 

Some of the responses to these developments have been oppressive.  For example, the 
Sarbanes-Oxley Act (SOX) in the United States – with its global reach – was excessive 
and is adding to the regulatory burden throughout the world.  This concern has been 
increasingly recognised by leaders around the world.  For example, Prime Minister Blair 
was happy to put diplomacy to one side when he said:25 

In 2002, the Sarbanes-Oxley Act was, in the words of The Economist, “designed in a panic 
and rushed through in a blinding fervour of moral indignation.” 

Within the United States, the Sarbanes-Oxley legislation is viewed as of considerable 
economic significance, comparable with the Securities Acts of 1933 and 1934.26  Yet, it 
was introduced with limited consideration of its overall impact and detailed design.  It was 
criticised by most observers at the time for being both costly and likely to have limited 
effectiveness.27  As it was being implemented, various surveys confirmed the substantial 
compliance costs involved.28  In addition, as General Motors’ chief accounting officer 
stated:29 

The real cost isn’t the incremental dollars, it is having people that should be focused on the 
business focused instead on complying with the detail of the rules. 

Furthermore, the academic evidence confirms that at least the private benefits of SOX do 
not match the costs.  For example, Zhang (2005) looking at both the impact on stock 
prices and cross-sectional data finds that investors judged that the changes had a 
significantly negative net impact on values.  This does not address potential social 
benefits, but given the questions as to the effectiveness of the particular legislation on the 
incidence of corporate fraud, the weight of evidence is compelling. 

The challenges involved in developing a sensible regulatory framework should not be 
understated, but there is a clear imperative to re-examine the frameworks that are 
currently employed and the principles on which they are based.  Prime Minister Blair in 
arguing the case for a rebalancing in the approach to regulation earlier this year 
advocated:30   

                                                 

25  Blair (2005).  

26  See the discussion in Zhang (2005).  

27  See, for example, Ribstein (2002).  

28  See discussion in Zhang (2005). 

29  As reported in Zhang (2005). 

30  Blair (2005).  
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… a serious debate about risk in public policy making.  In my view, we are in danger of 
having a wholly disproportionate attitude to the risks we should expect to run as a normal 
part of life.  This is putting pressure on policy-making, not just in Government but also in 
regulatory bodies … to act to eliminate risk in a way that is out of all proportion to the 
potential damage.  The result is a plethora of rules, guidelines, and responses to 
‘scandals’ of one nature or another that ends up having utterly perverse consequences. 

And 

We cannot guarantee a risk free life. 

Blair went on to highlight the potential costs to the UK and European economies of poorly 
designed regulation including the damage it can inflict on an economy’s competitiveness.  
He committed to making better regulation a central theme of the UK’s term as President 
of the EU. 

While Sarbanes-Oxley has been an overreaction to the pressures that have emerged, the 
approach adopted elsewhere has frequently been more measured.  In particular, the work 
that has been carried out under the auspices of both the International Association of 
Insurance Supervisors (IAIS) and the Bank for International Settlements (BIS) has 
typically been aimed at establishing a consistent set of principles for different aspects of 
financial sector regulation.  Legislators and regulators then have some flexibility as to how 
the basic principles can be best applied to their particular circumstances. 

In addition, the approach pursued under Basel II for capital standards for banks provides 
scope for the regulated entities to determine how they can tailor their operations to meet 
the overarching standards as long as they can demonstrate the appropriateness of their 
systems and methods.  Of course, not all banks may have the expertise and resources to 
develop their own regulatory systems.  Accordingly, Basel II also allows them to choose 
to adopt a common set of prudential standards based on, inter alia, risk weights for 
different assets determined by the regulator.   

Similarly flexible approaches to regulation could be applied in other areas of financial 
sector regulation as advocated in Section 5.   

The other main area where international bodies have influenced financial sector 
regulation in recent times is anti-money laundering (AML) and counter-terrorist 
financing (CTF).  The Financial Action Task Force (FATF) consists of 33 member 
countries.  It was originally established to concentrate on anti-money laundering.  There 
has been a greater urgency attached to these efforts over the past few years as 
governments act to find new means of combating terrorism.  The danger has been that 
the focus on terrorism shifts what was a risk minimisation philosophy into a risk 
elimination one no matter what the costs involved.  This is taken up in Section 4. 
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3.2. THE NEXT MICROECONOMIC REFORM AGENDA 

The growing recognition of the desirability of developing a sensible balance in financial 
sector regulation is a welcome change following the initial excited response to the 
corporate failures of the late 1990s.  Australia should try to take advantage of these 
changed attitudes and foster best practice regulation internationally. 

But the starting point is to do so at home.  Indeed, Australia has been an early and active 
advocate of many microeconomic reform agendas.  The development of well-crafted 
regulation could form a centrepiece of the next wave of reform.  The economic benefits of 
doing this well do appear to be of a scale to rival those derived from previous reforms. 

In fact, well designed regulation has become more imperative over the past two decades 
as greater responsibility is imparted on individuals and the private sector for the delivery 
of public services and policy objectives.  For example, individuals have been obliged to 
assume greater responsibility for their circumstances in areas such as providing for their 
retirement incomes or health.  At the same time, through privatisations and other 
strategies, more services that were traditionally viewed as the responsibility of 
government are being delivered by the private sector.   

These shifts, however, do not mean that the underlying policy objectives have become 
redundant.  Rather, there is simply a different means of delivery supported, where 
necessary, by regulation. 
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4. LESSONS FROM RECENT REGULATORY CHANGES IN 
AUSTRALIA 

There is a strong perception within financial institutions and many observers that the 
regulation of the financial sector has been very onerous in recent years, and 
unnecessarily so.  The view is that the underlying policy objectives could be met at lower 
cost and while allowing greater choice and flexibility in the financial services provided to 
customers.  

It is difficult to categorically confirm such perceptions given the paucity of consistent data 
on the costs and benefits of regulation and, indeed, the inherent complexity of compiling 
them.  The costs of regulation relate not only to the direct use of resources for compliance 
and administration but also, and perhaps more significantly, the costs of, in effect, 
restraining the choice of products and processes and inhibiting innovation.  On the other 
hand, too little or ineffective regulation can lead to a loss in credibility and a heightened 
risk of policy objectives not being met. 

Nevertheless, what evidence is available tends to support the perception of increasingly 
onerous regulation.  From a narrow perspective this can be seen in the growing budgets 
of the regulators – Appendix A shows that the administrative costs for APRA and ASIC 
combined have risen by around 80 per cent over the past five years.  Note that the 
increased budgets is not only a direct cost through the fees imposed on industry but, in 
practice, it has tended to lead to a significant expansion in ‘initiatives’ with unremitting 
requirements on financial institutions to provide supporting information and analysis. 

Figure 1:  Administrative costs of financial regulation 
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More broadly, as part of the current review, a selection of FICA members were asked to 
respond to a questionnaire of their experience.  The questionnaire was directed at 
gathering existing information and views.31  A detailed discussion of the results is 
provided in Appendix B, but some of the main findings were: 

• Direct compliance costs have risen significantly over the past five years, often more 
than doubling; 

• The expected costs of complying with two of the major changes – FSRA and 
AML/CTF32 – were originally estimated to run into the hundreds of millions of dollars.  
The revisions to these regulations currently being developed will lower these costs, 
but they will still be very large; 

• Compliance is accounting for between 5 and 20 per cent of senior management time 
and 25 per cent of board time; 

• The range of financial services has been restricted by some of the regulations, 
notably under FSRA, while investment in new products has been inhibited; and 

• While some institutions commented on the improvement in awareness of compliance 
matters among staff, the dominant impact on culture was negative.  There was a 
particular concern that customers had become frustrated by the adding 
complications to service delivery. 

In light of this evidence, the following examines four areas of regulation where significant 
change has occurred.  These are the establishment of APRA as the principal prudential 
regulator across the financial sector; the introduction of the Financial Services Reform 
Act; the measures aimed at addressing AML/CTF; and the actions of the Payments 
Systems Board especially in the area of card networks. 

4.1. APRA – A CHALLENGING START 

APRA was established on 1 July 1998 in line with recommendations in the Wallis Inquiry.  
Convergence of financial services across the financial sector meant that greater 
consistency in, notably, prudential regulation would be desirable and APRA, after a short 
period, incorporated eleven Commonwealth and State regulators. 

                                                 

31  It was considered impractical and too resource intensive at this point to undertake a more substantive survey 
aimed at deriving estimates of the various costs of regulations on a fully consistent basis. 

32  The impact of AML/CTF did not feature in the questionnaire since many institutions were still to come to terms 
with its possible impact. 
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Wallis had in mind a regulator that would develop a light-handed, outcomes-based 
approach to regulation.  Given the range of institutions to be regulated, and the evolution 
occurring in the financial sector, it would not be sensible for APRA to rely on as close an 
understanding of each regulated entity as the Reserve Bank had traditionally done in its 
supervision of banks.  Instead, prudential regulation would be based on a combination of: 

• Market disciplines (supported by suitable disclosure requirements); 

• Effective corporate governance delivered through clear (high-level) obligations 
placed on senior management and boards; and 

• Light-handed supervision by APRA (although the extent of supervision could vary on 
a case-by-case basis). 

There was an expectation that APRA’s staff would include a significant proportion with 
experience in public policy and economics (including those formally employed by the 
RBA).  The intention was that APRA not adopt an overly legalistic or prescriptive 
approach to its task. 

APRA was still finding its feet when HIH failed.  As the HIH Royal Commission found, the 
HIH failure highlighted two main issues with APRA’s role: 

• The lack of people with suitable experience and skills; and 

• Questions over whether the Insurance Act 1973 provided a suitable basis for APRA 
to perform its task, especially if early intervention were required. 

The Royal Commission made a series of recommendations, the overall effect of which 
would be to strengthen APRA’s monitoring and investigative capabilities and to 
encourage it to adopt a more intrusive approach to regulation.  For example, 
Recommendation 26 proposed:33 

APRA develop a more sceptical, questioning, and where necessary, aggressive approach 
to its prudential supervision of general insurers.  Consultation, inquiry and constructive 
dialogue should be balanced by firmness in its requirements and a preparedness to 
enforce compliance with applicable standards.  In particular, APRA should take a firm 
approach to ensuring regulated entities’ timely compliance in the lodging of returns and 
provision of information. 

This recommendation is quite reasonable, especially as it pertained to the circumstance 
surrounding HIH.  A lot, however, rests on how “where necessary” is interpreted and in 
the event APRA, at least until recently, did begin imposing more onerous regulatory 
requirements throughout. 

                                                 

33  See Costello (2003).   
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The Government accepted the thrust of the Royal Commission’s recommendations.  New 
governance arrangements were established for APRA, legislation was modified and 
APRA instituted significant organisational changes.  APRA was in effect being told to 
develop a much more intimate understanding of the entities it was responsible for 
regulating.  In turn, APRA has introduced significant modifications to its approach to 
implementing regulations.  

Although APRA’s changed approach was directly influenced by the Royal Commission’s 
findings and the view adopted by Government, it also reflected widespread community 
expectations.  As ex RBA Deputy Governor Phillips said at the time: 34 

The financial system is not well regarded by the general community.  It is widely seen as 
rapacious and not particularly ethical.  Its previous image of dependability has been 
damaged by a series of incidents over the past twenty years.  To a substantial extent, the 
community has associated these with greed and insufficient regulation. 

In the circumstances, there has developed a strong push for more government intervention 
and less reliance on self-regulation.  Governments need to respond to these pressures 
with caution.  There is a limit to the curative properties of Government action. 

Not only does the community expect financial institutions to maintain high standards, the 
institutions themselves benefit from the credibility engendered by a sound regulatory 
system.  The challenge is to find a cost effective manner to deliver an appropriate level of 
regulation. 

There is no doubt that APRA has made considerable progress over the past few years.  It 
has developed an approach to supervision that is:35 

• Forward-looking; 

• Primarily risk-based; 

• Consultative; and 

• Consistent and in line with international best practice. 

Integral to its approach has been the development and use of its risk-based framework 
set out in its Probability and Impact Rating System (PAIRS) and Supervisory Oversight 
and Response System (SOARS).  The regulatory framework that APRA has instituted 
and its stated approach to supervision is consistent with many of the principles advocated 
in this report. 

                                                 

34  Phillips (2002).  

35  Somogyi (2005). 



Review of Business Regulation in Australia 
 
 
7 November 2005  
 
 
 

Final Report  Page 23 

 

Introduced in October 2002, the PAIRS and SOARS systems combine to form a matrix 
which effectively embodies APRA’s institutional mandate.  The matrix describes the 
supervisory actions the regulator will undertake according to the PAIRS probability 
assigned and the impact rating. 

The SOARS system explicitly recognises the possibility for a differentiated approach to 
supervision.  For example, the ‘oversight’ regulatory response represents a greater level 
of APRA intrusion, but at the same time does not necessarily involve seeking ‘remedy’ 
toward ratings that would attract the lower APRA response of ‘normal’.  The approach 
recognises that some regulated entities may elect to accept more intrusive supervision in 
return for greater shareholder returns and underscores an appropriate balance in 
supervisory practices that are differentiated according to the entities regulated. 

Despite these principles and framework, a strong perception by market participants and 
many independent observers has emerged that APRA has become very interventionist in 
how it relates to regulated entities on a regular basis.  For example, this has been evident 
in APRA’s initial proposals for the ‘Stage 2 Reforms’ for the prudential supervision of 
general insurance.36  At this point APRA is considering responses to its proposals and 
the regulations have not been finalised.  However, the proposals themselves illustrate 
some of the concerns about the prescriptiveness of APRA’s recent actions.  For 
example:37 

• The detail and complexity of the proposed regulations is illustrated by the fact that 
they contain 583 paragraphs in six Prudential Standards and twelve Guidance 
Notes; 

• The Guidance Notes make frequent use of terms such as “should” and “must” and, 
depending on legal advice, could require compliance under the law rather than 
acting purely as guidance to help the entities themselves determine how they can 
best meet the Prudential Standards;38  

• APRA is placing considerable burdens on boards which risk their activities being 
dominated by compliance in matters of detail at the expense of their important roles 
in setting the overall directions in strategy and compliance; and 

                                                 

36  The Stage 2 reforms are intended to build on earlier changes to strengthen the regulation and supervision of 
general insurance, notably those introduced from June 2002 that included, inter alia, increased capital 
requirements and suitable risk management strategies and processes.  

37  These examples are taken from Insurance Council of Australia (2005).  

38  APRA has the power to create regulations that have the force of law and thus, where this applies, it is important 
that there be effective scrutiny.   
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• Also, APRA continues to argue that it needs to set explicit, mandatory standards on 
corporate governance in addition to those already in place for the broader economy.  
As outlined in Section 5, it would be desirable if a more flexible means of 
strengthening governance standards could be employed. 

The current deliberations on the Stage 2 reforms for general insurance may see some of 
the more onerous aspects of the proposals pared back.  In fact, the informal signals 
emerging from the discussions between APRA and the industry indicate that the more 
acute problems with the original drafts will be ameliorated.  However, even if substantial 
modifications were to be enacted, this experience does illustrate how APRA’s disposition 
to its mission has been quite interventionist.  

4.2. THE FINANCIAL SERVICES REFORM ACT 

The Financial Services Reform Act (2001), FSRA, sought to address the concern 
expressed by Wallis that inadequate disclosure was preventing consumers from making 
well-informed and efficient choices regarding financial services.  Its key elements were to 
standardise information disclosure rules across financial products and services and to 
establish a single licensing regime of minimum standards for financial service providers.  
As such, the Act represented an ambitious attempt to introduce a comprehensive, “one-
size-fits-all”, system across the financial sector. 

The introduction of the regulations was fraught from almost the outset.  While Wallis had 
recommended the establishment of a consistent set of market rules to apply across 
different financial services, the Inquiry had also emphasised the desirability of moderating 
the intrusiveness of regulations to match the ‘intensity’ of the regulatory need.  A 
fundamental difficulty with FSRA in its original form was that the one-size-fits-all model 
meant that many areas which were previously very light-handed or, indeed, had no 
explicit regulation were caught in what is an inflexible regime. 

Furthermore, partly driven by a desire to inject precision and comprehensiveness into the 
regulations, the high-level policy principles were translated into costly and cumbersome 
draft legislation and, in turn, operational regulations and procedures.  It appeared that the 
legislative drafters, the regulators and the compliance officers in regulated entities all had 
difficulty injecting the spirit of the law into practice.  

In part, this reflected the difficulty in developing the experience and skills needed in both 
regulators – in this case, ASIC – and regulated entities to understand the complexities of 
the financial institutions and the services being provided, and appreciate how the 
proposed regulations would impact these.  Such ‘people issues’ underline the desirability 
of not adopting overly ambitious timetables for change.  
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Numerous submissions have set out the nature of the difficulties that the original FSRA 
draft raised.  For example: 

• Onerous requirements as to what constitutes advice, and the licensing conditions on 
those who can provide advice, have meant that information provided to customers 
on, say, a minor general insurance where the “intensity” is low is significantly 
curtailed.  While such requirements might be appropriate where the consequences of 
failure are severe – for example, where individuals’ life savings are at stake – they 
have added unnecessary costs across the board and risk having the perverse effect 
of a poorer flow of information to customers; 

• The distinction between retail and wholesale clients was poorly defined, relying 
largely on a characterisation of a sophisticated investor based on their wealth or the 
size of the transaction.  The reach of the definition of retail clients was such that the 
original draft risked serious consequences for the efficient operation of wholesale 
markets. 

The total implementation costs were likely to amount to many hundreds of millions of 
dollars.  For example, the ABA estimated that its members alone would face 
implementation costs “conservatively” estimated at $200 million.  The annual addition to 
compliance bills was likely to have been in the tens of millions of dollars. 

In addition, as noted in the example above, it was often questionable whether the ultimate 
objectives related to better informed customers would be achieved.  The licensing and 
disclosure requirements were cumbersome and complex, with the likely consequence 
being that compliance would become an exercise of ticking boxes.  The material 
conveyed to customers risked being voluminous and complex and of no value. 

In the event, these difficulties were recognised and the Government, through FSAC, 
embarked on an extensive consultation process to refine the legislation.  The worst of the 
problems are likely to have been ameliorated when the revised legislation is announced in 
November.   

However, given the nature of the FSAC deliberations, it appears that the changes will not 
address the fundamental difficulty with FSRA namely, this is one area of regulation where 
light-handed models of regulation should come to the fore including allowing regulated 
entities greater ability to determine how they address the ultimate policy objectives.  This 
could include the use of alternative compliance models.  This is discussed in Section 5. 

4.2.1. The Inherent Tensions in ASIC’s Dual Mission 

ASIC has two main responsibilities: 

• The enforcement of corporate law; and 

• As Wallis recommended, being the main conduct and disclosure regulator for the 
financial sector.   
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Ideally, as indicated above in relation to FSRA, a principles-based approach should be 
adopted to conduct and disclosure regulation.  In contrast, ASIC’s enforcement role 
requires primarily rules-based regulation.  The challenge for ASIC, then is to be able to 
develop a working culture that facilitates this inherent tension between different aspects of 
its mandate.  Section 5 recommends that ASIC can be assisted in this endeavour by 
(i) clarity in what is expected of ASIC; and (ii) supportive accountability arrangements that 
understand how the mandate is being addressed at a quite detailed level.  

In addition, the breadth of ASIC’s activities and, especially, of the activities of the entities 
that are subject to ASIC oversight underlines the importance of developing regulatory 
frameworks that are inherently non-intensive.  Outcomes-based regulation that makes 
use of, inter alia, alternative compliance models will tend to operate alongside more 
realistic staffing aspirations for the organisation. 

4.3. ANTI-MONEY LAUNDERING (AML) AND COUNTER-TERRORIST FINANCING (CTF) 

The Financial Action Task Force (FATF) was initiated in the early 1990s.  It now consists 
of 33 member countries.  Its modus operandi relies on developing agreements with 
recommended actions, review of performance and moral suasion.  Point (i)(c) of its 
mandate to which members have agreed states:39 

Ensure that FATF members have implemented the revised Forty and the Eight 
Recommendations in their entirety and in an effective manner. 

The basic objective has been to develop an international commitment to this area of law 
enforcement, and to do so in a cost effective manner.  While its original aims related to 
anti-money laundering, the heightened focus on finance for terrorism has given the 
agenda a greater urgency with increasingly interventionist action being encouraged. 

In this context, FATF reviewed its recommendations to governments and issued its 
revised 40 Recommendations on Anti-money Laundering and 9 Special 
Recommendations on Combating Terrorist Financing in late 2003.  The Attorney-
General’s Department worked with FATF in developing the revised recommendations, 
with some limited input from the finance sector, and has the lead role in developing new 
AML law to update the Financial Transaction Reports Act to comply with the FATF 
requirements.  Australia was selected as one of the first countries to be scrutinised on its 
actions to implement the revised recommendations.  Quite reasonably, then, there was a 
desire to be seen to delivering on the recommendations. 

                                                 

39  See http://www.fatf-gafi.org/pages/0,2966,en_32250379_32236836_1_1_1_1_1,00.html. 
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However, the process of developing revised laws and regulations on AML/CTF has been 
fraught.  In particular, the early stages of consultation with affected entities that would be 
subject to the new regulations were not effective. While the consultative structure 
established by the government was appropriate, the consultative process was flawed.  
There was a tendency in the initial consultations for AG’s to ask for financial sector views 
on AML/CTF issues but not to share with the financial sector the government’s policy 
proposals.  The outcome of this approach was that draft legislation was presented to 
Cabinet without the financial sector being given an opportunity to comment on the draft or 
even to know what it contained.  

When AG’s Issues Paper for the financial services sector was released in January 2004, 
the extent and likely costs of the proposed scheme progressively became evident.  For 
example: 

• There were impractical proposals that would have imposed huge costs on the finance 
sector and public inconvenience for little off-setting policy benefit, for example 
verification of the identity of the entire customer base; 

• Regulated entities would be required to closely monitor ‘politically exposed persons’ 
(PEPs) and it would be up to the entity itself to identify such PEPs despite their 
having no practical means to do so. 

While it is difficult to precisely estimate the costs that would have been incurred in 
implementing the proposed AML/CTF rules without knowing the precise legislation and 
accompanying rules, it appears that the costs for banks would have been in the hundreds 
of millions of dollars.  For the financial sector and related industries that would be caught 
in the net, the implementation costs would have been much larger.   

In the event, it was recognised that such costs would be out of proportion with the likely 
benefits.  Accordingly, a series of joint Government-industry roundtables – with the 
Federal Minister as co-chair – worked through each of the relevant FATF 
recommendations and reached in-principle agreement on Australia’s response.  Draft 
legislation is now due in November.  

Even with a more sensible approach from Government, there remain many uncertainties 
about how new AML/CTF requirements will be applied and financial institutions are still 
contemplating very large implementation costs.  This situation has been complicated by 
the need to rush anti-terrorist financing measures into place which will intersect the AML 
changes but on a different time frame, creating further implementation and cost issues. 
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This saga highlights the desirability of government investing resources and time early in 
the process in consultation with industry to ascertain the likely costs involved and to help 
design an appropriate system.40  In this regard, there has been substantial improvement 
in recent years in industry consultation on changes to tax laws.  This experience could be 
replicated for financial sector regulation.   

In addition, the original proposals appeared to be developed without a clear assessment 
of additional compliance and adjustment costs, nor the incremental benefits to be 
delivered compared with the existing arrangements.  While difficult, the magnitude of the 
costs involved highlight the desirability of a careful analysis beforehand on the likely costs 
and benefits as well as possible alternative means of achieving the basic objectives 
(which, in this case, involved detecting and preventing crime).  

In particular, there appears to be a case for incremental change, concentrating first on 
institutions covered by the existing Financial Transactions Reports Act, modifying the 
regulations as needs be and progressively bringing other areas into the net.  Options for 
technology-friendly means of expanding the reach of the identification systems could be 
explored.  All along, decisions would be based on a careful assessment of the costs and 
benefits; the latter defined in terms of the ultimate policy objectives rather than a narrow 
interpretation of the FATF recommendations.41  

4.4. REGULATING THE PAYMENTS SYSTEM 

Wallis recommended that the RBA be responsible for regulating the payments system 
consistent with its responsibilities for system stability.  This recommendation was 
incorporated into the Payments System (Regulation) Act 1998, the main objectives of 
which related to the integrity and stability of the payments system.  The Act also states 
that the RBA should seek to ensure that the system is competitive and efficient. 

The payments system has been subject to considerable change as new technologies and 
market strategies have created considerable innovation.  Major change has been seen 
with electronic systems – especially the card networks but more recently internet-based 
systems – expanding at the expense of paper-based mechanisms.  The RBA has 
expressed concern that the outcomes being produced were not in some senses efficient 
and decided to use its designation powers under the Act to influence outcomes by: 

• Influencing market structure by introducing a new access regime; 

• Affecting market conduct through prohibiting the ‘no surcharge’ rules that the card 
networks operated and encouraging greater disclosure; and 

                                                 

40  This is not to say that there was no consultation on FSR and AML/CTF, but rather that it tended to be token and 
ineffective.  

41  Indeed, lessons learnt as Australia tries to find cost effective means of meeting the basic objectives could inform 
the FATF group as other countries confront similar issues. 
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• Directly intervening in the market to restrict a key charge, namely interchange fees 
on the basis of selected costs that support part of the card networks. 

In most areas of the economy, competition and efficiency are promoted through means 
such as: 

• Measures to improve transparency; or 

• Reducing barriers to entry. 

Only as a last resort – and only after it is demonstrated that the net benefits (in terms of 
allocative efficiency and the impact on innovation and market development) of 
intervention are clear and material – is direct intervention used.  Yet the RBA has pursued 
such a course in the regulation of credit and debit cards even though many commentators 
and market participants argue that these conditions have not been met.  Indeed, at this 
point, academic research into card networks does not support the RBA’s position.42   

Given the uncertainty surrounding the net benefits of the regulations, a light-handed 
approach based on disclosure and possibly market structure, and not on direct 
intervention on prices or costs, would have been preferable.  This seems to have been 
the sentiment expressed by some Members of Parliament when the RBA appeared 
before the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Economics, Finance and 
Public Administration in August.  

In summary, one of the clearest examples of the derailment of high principle in practice 
has been the designation power incorporated into the Payments System Act.  Such 
sweeping powers were never envisaged by Wallis and, we understand, policy-makers 
and their advisers in Canberra did not envisage their routine use.  They are an example of 
reserve powers being used summarily when the intention was that they be used 
sparingly, if at all. 

 

                                                 

42  A summary of the current theoretical and empirical understandings of card networks is provided in Harper et al 
(2005).  
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5. THE WAY FORWARD 

The above argues for a rebalancing of the design and implementation of financial sector 
regulation away from an increasing reliance on quite intrusive supervision and directives 
to a more outcomes-based regulatory system.  No single, simple action will deliver such a 
result. 

The Wallis Inquiry laid out a basic structure and principles by which financial sector 
regulation could be conducted.  While some aspects of the Wallis recommendations may 
benefit from review, the basic ideas appear to have lasted well.  Rather, the problems 
relate to the translation of policy principles into practice.   

Also, as the earlier quotes from Prime Minister Blair emphasise, the fault does not lie 
solely or even principally with the regulators.  They are responding to the all too often 
one-sided incentives that push in the direction of trying to eliminate failure rather than 
apply a balanced approach to regulation.  What is needed is an environment that is more 
supportive of balanced, well-designed regulation as well as more direct accountability 
arrangements for regulators. 

A multi-faceted approach is needed, directed at: 

• Encouraging the design of less prescriptive regulation; 

• Ensuring that a culture consistent with an emphasis on outcome-based regulation is 
maintained within each of the financial sector regulators; 

• Developing a stronger information base of best practice regulation; 

• Boosting the accountability of regulators; 

• Encouraging regulated entities to actively explore better ways of meeting the 
objectives of regulation; and 

• Advocating similarly flexible approaches to regulation in international forums. 

Ideally, the changes will institutionalise better-informed and accountable systems of 
regulation that will refine themselves automatically over time. 

5.1. POLICY DESIGN – REGULATIONS CURRENTLY UNDER REVIEW 

It has not been the purpose of this report to identify specific issues that require a change 
in government policy or specific legislation.  Indeed, the continuing development and 
review that is underway in a number of areas of regulation (for example, anti-money 
laundering, Basel II, FSRA, APRA’s Stage 2 prudential regulations for general insurance) 
may well lead to some refinements in not only the implementation of regulations but also 
the basic policy approach.  This is to be welcomed and encouraged. 
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In addressing these issues, it is likely that legislators will face some questions of basic 
policy.  This is certainly the case in the area of AML/CTF where the original draft 
proposals were overly legalistic and were unable to achieve a suitable balance between 
the compliance costs imposed and the extent to which the policy objectives could be met. 

Also, the ‘intensity’ associated with the risk of regulatory failure for the set of regulations 
under review does vary although, in each case, there appears to be considerable scope 
for the use of a light-handed approach (as defined in Section 3).  This would seem to be 
entirely consistent with the policy approach recommended by Wallis. 

In addition, the reviews into a number of these regulations are yet to be finalised because 
it became evident that the initial draft regulations were poorly designed and likely to be 
very costly to implement and too frequently did not meet their original objectives.  It is 
thus incumbent on all parties engaged in reviewing the regulations to contribute towards 
the development of less interventionist models of regulation. 

Recommendation 1: Following the policy framework articulated in the Wallis Inquiry, 
the Government should be encouraged to adopt light-handed models of regulation in the 
major reviews of regulations currently under way.  The implementation of these 
regulations, as for all regulation, should use the minimum level of market intrusion 
necessary to give effect to the identified policy objectives.  It should be proportionate to 
the demonstrated market failure and applied efficiently.  

5.2. CONSULTATION 

The reviews and refinements that have been conducted over recent months emphasise 
the desirability of effective consultative arrangements with industry.  The consultation in 
the early stages of the development of FSRA and AML/CTF (as discussed above) were 
ineffective, the result being considerable effort and angst as policy-makers, regulators 
and the industry struggle to find more cost effective solutions to the basic policy 
objectives.   

The imposition of unrealistic deadlines appears to have contributed to these problems.  
Also, at times, there was a perception that the positions of either the legislators or 
regulators had been determined in advance of the “consultation” and these sessions were 
more in the nature of information dissemination exercises.43   

There is no doubt that the refinements that are currently nearing finalisation will yield 
improvements to the previous proposed regulations.  In addition, the close involvement of 
the Parliamentary Secretary to the Treasurer and, in the case of AML/CTF, the Minister 
for Justice and Customs has contributed positively to this process.  However, it is 
unrealistic to expect such close involvement of senior parliamentarians on all aspects of 
regulation going forward.  Also, as noted in Section 4, despite the refinements, it is far 
from clear that the resultant regulations will be designed as well as they could be. 

                                                 

43  Such a perception was conveyed to the authors by both public sector and industry representatives.  
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The lesson from this experience is the desirability of achieving a meaningful dialogue with 
industry as regulations are being developed.  This entails: 

• More resources may need to be devoted to the initial design stages of regulations 
and, if necessary, more time be taken to ensure that the likely impact of any changes 
is well understood before the laws and/or regulations are finalised; 

• A well-designed regulatory system will be tuned to the particular market place and 
structure of the firms and industry involved.  It will always be difficult for legislators 
and their advisers, or even regulators, to craft such regulations without support.  
Thus, it is imperative that industry be properly engaged early in these deliberations, 
and before positions of legislators or regulators become entrenched; and 

• There will of course be vested interests represented in any consultative process.  
Nevertheless, meaningful dialogue occurring over time can see a considerable 
degree of trust built and the problems associated with vested interests minimised. 

Accordingly, effective consultation with those in industry who will be charged with carrying 
out the regulations should be of considerable value.  The development of changes to 
many tax laws has benefited from improved consultative procedures in recent years and 
similar arrangements could be established for financial sector regulations.  In fact, done 
well, such consultation will lead to a more ready acceptance of changed regulations by 
industry. 

Recommendation 2: Consultation should be comprehensive focused on ensuring the 
most cost-effective means to achieve the stated policy intent of any new or substantially 
modified financial sector regulations be undertaken at all stages of the development of the 
regulations i.e. when policy is designed, legislation is drafted, and the legislation is 
translated into specific regulations and procedures applied by the relevant regulator.  

5.3. ESTABLISHING A SUITABLE POLICY CONTEXT FOR REGULATORS 

Inquiries into business regulation and most of the submissions prepared for such inquiries 
almost invariably advocate light-handed systems of regulation.  Such systems, if feasible, 
provide the potential for the efficient meeting of policy objectives while allowing the 
regulated bodies the flexibility to innovate and grow.   

The perennial challenge is to translate the goal of light-handed regulation into practice 
and to do so in a manner that is preserved well beyond the point that the inquiries have 
been completed and the politicians move onto their next agenda.  Two elements that 
appear to be essential in achieving such an outcome are the accountability of regulators 
and the culture in which regulation is implemented.  

Indeed, perhaps the most important immediate steps to be taken to wind back what have 
become overly costly and often ineffective regulations relate to changing the culture within 
the regulators themselves.  In turn, the focus of the regulators’ engagement with 
regulated entities may be affected. 



Review of Business Regulation in Australia 
 
 
7 November 2005  
 
 
 

Final Report  Page 33 

 

5.3.1. Providing a Supportive Environment for Regulators 

There is a clear perception that financial sector regulators have become more prescriptive 
in their actions in recent years.  However, this trend has not occurred in a vacuum.  
Rather, at least in part, it reflects a reaction by politicians and the broader community to 
the uncertainties flowing from rapid change in the nature of financial services – including 
policies requiring individuals to assume greater responsibility for their finances and 
particularly their retirement incomes – and the fall out from corporate failures including 
that of HIH.  Regulators, especially APRA, have been criticised and been asked to take a 
more hands-on role in ensuring that the financial system is reliable and transparent. 

Indeed, it is natural that a regulator in these circumstances would adopt a very risk-averse 
approach to its mission even if that approach were more costly.  The incentives the 
regulator faces are not symmetric – the criticism and impact on reputation of being 
implicated in a failure of a financial company would be much more severe than any 
rewards for keeping costs down and encouraging flexibility and innovation in the delivery 
of financial products. 

In order to change the culture of the regulators, the background environment needs to be 
supportive.  In particular, this requires a combination of: 

• Encouragement of public debate on the benefits of “smarter” regulation; 

• Clear directives from Government as to what it expects of their regulators; 

• The translation of the desire to enact less prescriptive regulatory arrangements as 
indicated by senior regulators into a changed culture throughout their organisations; 
and 

• Supportive approaches from compliance officers in regulated entities. 

Each of these is considered in turn.   

First, it is important that the current desire on behalf of government and business to 
develop ‘smarter regulation’ be translated into action.  This objective can be viewed in the 
context of calls for continued microeconomic reform.  Reform of the regulatory system – 
especially those aspects that are onerous and constraining – is a perfect candidate to 
assume centre stage in future microeconomic reform agendas.  The potential benefits 
would seem to be of a scale to rival many of the major reforms enacted over the past two 
decades.44 

                                                 

44  As far as we are aware, there is no thorough study on the scale of the likely net benefits associated with 
developing well-crafted regulations.  Nevertheless, the fact that compliance costs, which represent one part of 
the net benefits, can quickly amount to hundreds of millions of dollars (as is the case in financial sector 
regulation) or even billions of dollars (as in the case of tax) implies that the magnitudes involved are substantial.  
The indirect costs and benefits that results from the incentives created by regulations are likely to be larger than 
the direct compliance costs.  
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In order to foster a ‘reform of regulation’ agenda, business groups can keep the issue 
centre stage in their public advocacy.  

Recommendation 3: The business community should continue to support a broad 
debate on the need for further microeconomic reform, with the development of well-
designed regulations being an essential element of that agenda. 

Secondly, it has been acknowledged by those heavily involved that one of the main 
reasons why the FSRA as originally introduced had so many problems was the failure to 
translate intentions into appropriate legislation, together with the fact that this legislation 
was implemented in a rigid manner.45  This experience is related to a broader problem 
that arises when the expectations of legislators are not clearly communicated to the 
regulators, namely the perennial complaints that regulators tend, over time, to 
progressively take on the role of determining policy and not just implementing it.   

The difficulty in communicating clear expectations is highlighted by the fact that regulators 
are often given mixed messages.  In particular, in recent times, APRA and ASIC have 
been criticised for not being ‘ahead of the game’ when problems arose in regulated 
entities.  They have been under pressure to not only strictly enforce penalties against 
breaches, but also be quite interventionist in their general procedures.  Our understanding 
is that while the Government has urged regulators to make significant improvements, it 
has not argued for a more interventionist approach to regulation.  In fact, the contrary is 
the case, as illustrated by the Prime Minister’s quote at the beginning of this report. 

This tension calls for the Government to ensure that its expectations of its regulators, and 
particular regulations, are clear.  It does this at the time that legislation is introduced in the 
context of 2nd reading speeches to the legislature.  However, as evident from recent 
experience, the conversion of these intentions into regulatory practice is not always 
smooth and, additionally, practice can drift from the original intent over time.   

Recommendation 4: For major pieces of financial sector regulation, the Government 
should release a statement of policy intent, initially in the form of its 2nd reading speech 
and thereafter conducting a post implementation review within two years to measure 
whether the objectives were being achieved in the most cost effective manner.  

Finally, it needs to be recognised that much of the delivery of regulations is carried out 
between middle-level officers in both the regulator and regulated entity.  Without clear 
instruction and/or authority, there can be a tendency for regulations to be implemented 
according to the letter of the regulation – and the presumed letter of the regulation – even 
in quite diverse circumstances.  Again, this appears to have been an issue with the 
introduction of the FSRA. 

                                                 

45  See Murphy (2005). 
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5.3.2. Accountability and Monitoring of Regulators 

Financial sector regulators are primarily accountable to the Treasurer and Parliament.  
Significant problems can be identified and addressed through these channels.  Additional 
formal layers of accountability are not needed. 

However, as argued above, it is not realistic to expect the Treasurer and Parliament, nor 
their advisers, to closely monitor the performance of regulators.  Also, often, pressing 
political agendas of the time will encroach on such oversight.  Thus, supportive monitoring 
structures are desirable.  

A proposal worthy of further consideration is the establishment of a Bureau of Financial 
Sector Regulation (BFSR).  The Bureau’s role would be: 

• To monitor the application of policy by regulators; 

• To develop a deeper understanding of the costs and benefits of financial sector 
regulations;  

• To promote continual improvement in how regulation is designed and implemented;  

• To monitor areas of duplication and inconsistency across the regulators (see 
Recommendation 10). 

• To identify issues related to regulating complex entities including the development of 
appropriate skill sets in regulators;  

• To encourage regulators to address particular areas of concern that may arise; and 

• To recommend to the Treasurer areas where modification to legislation and/or policy 
is desirable. 

In order to perform these functions, the Bureau would need to progressively build a strong 
understanding of the sector and an analytical base (see the following sub-section). 

It is important to emphasise the limits of the Bureau’s role.  It would not in any sense be a 
‘super-regulator’.  Also, it would not perform the role of an ombudsman on matters of 
particular dispute between regulators and specific regulated entities.  Rather, it would only 
be involved in systemic issues relating to the implementation of regulatory policy.  Of 
course, these systemic issues may be of a quite detailed nature and it would be important 
for the Bureau to be able to consult and explore the costs and benefits associated with 
particular regulations and practices. 

In a sense, this proposition contains elements similar to proposals or arrangements made 
for other sectors of the economy.  Perhaps the closest parallel is with the function played 
by the Inspector-General of Tax.  Both would be tasked explicitly with reviewing only 
systemic issues that may lead to recommendations involving policy design and regulatory 
practice.   
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Also, similar ideas appear to be contained in Uhrig’s recommendation in his review of the 
corporate governance of statutory authorities and office holders that an overseer of 
regulators be established.46  The Government at the time rejected this recommendation, 
arguing that there were alternative oversight mechanisms in place.  It has been rightly 
concerned with the possible proliferation of statutory bodies and layers of regulation. 

However, the concerns over accountability of regulators that have surfaced in recent 
years call into question the effectiveness of existing accountability arrangements in the 
financial sector without additional support of some form.  In a broader context, the BCA 
has recommended that this be addressed through, inter alia, a special Cabinet committee 
and the establishment of an advisory council focusing explicitly on business regulation.  
Such arrangements could be useful but would require continued focus and time devoted 
to the issues by senior Ministers, including the Prime Minister.   

It seems preferable to seek solutions where the task of scrutinising the administration of 
regulation can be devolved to a body with this as its primary responsibility.  The 
information and analysis compiled would then be reported to Cabinet and Parliament as 
needs be.  The devolution of the oversight of regulators to the Bureau directly addresses 
the difficulties that arise with the ‘politics of detail’ in what is a very complex area.   

In principle, such a bureau could be established for all areas of regulation.  However, it is 
likely that this would become unwieldy and ineffective.  Rather, it is recommended that 
only financial sector regulators be included, and only in specific areas of their 
responsibility.47   

Recommendation 5: A Bureau of Financial Sector Regulation should be established to 
oversee financial sector regulation.   

In summary, the Bureau would have three main functions:  

• The identification and filtering of issues; 

• The development of a deeper understanding of the costs and benefits of financial 
sector regulations;  

• As a public voice for best-practice regulation in the financial sector. 

                                                 

46  See Minchin (2004).  

47  In particular, the Bureau of Financial Sector Regulation would not be involved in matters of enforcement. 
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5.3.3. Improving the Information Base 

Institutionalising better regulatory regimes requires both effective oversight and much 
stronger methodologies for assessing the appropriateness of the system.  Being able to 
provide ballpark estimates of the costs involved in implementation have been influential in 
decisions to modify the FSRA and the AML/CTF proposals.  The development of a more 
comprehensive and consistent approach to determining regulatory costs would contribute 
in two important respects: 

• The fundamental reform of business regulation as a central element if the next wave 
of microeconomic reform as outlined in Section 5.3.1;48 and 

• The regular monitoring of how regulations are being implemented during periods 
when the issue is not centre stage. 

To develop a stronger understanding of regulatory impact, support is needed in both 
business and government.  Regulation can affect different businesses quite differently, 
and responses will also vary.  This makes it especially difficult to construct common 
methodologies that will calculate, say, compliance costs across a range of industries.   

It is proposed that the Bureau of Financial Sector Regulation be charged with building a 
better understanding of the sector and providing an analysis of regulatory costs.   An 
alternative option could be to use a revamped Office of Regulatory Review (ORR) in the 
Productivity Commission.  It is judged, however, that it would be extremely difficult for the 
ORR to fulfil the mandate envisaged and a new dedicated body is preferable.  

In particular, the ORR currently has the role of monitoring the burden of regulation, 
including as a repository of Regulation Impact Statements (RISs).  Indeed, the ORR has, 
on paper, been tasked with quite an extensive role in regulatory oversight.  In practice, 
however, it has had relatively little influence.  This seems to be because: 

• It has not been resourced at a level where it could hope to meet its mandate.  Thus, 
it has not rigorously interrogated many of the RISs submitted by agencies nor 
devoted many resources to fostering improvements to the RISs;  

• The RISs themselves are often not treated seriously by those producing them but 
rather are treated as a necessary evil and involve ‘filling in the boxes’; 

• In fact, for the RIS process to work to best effect, a high-quality debate needs to be 
encouraged between the interested parties on the objectives, techniques and 
difficulties inherent in the regulations under review; and 

• Perhaps most fundamentally, the ORR is not seen to be a core part of government 
and has little influence on policy decisions. 

                                                 

48  In particular, the ability to quantify the net benefits of policy changes has often been crucial in achieving 
widespread support for the changes. 
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Thus, as matters stand, the regulatory review processes in Australia look fine on paper49 
but not in practice.  For example, as the BCA (2005) pointed out, only 20 per cent of RISs 
attempted to quantify compliance costs. 

Some of these limitations could be overcome if the ORR were to be mandated with lifting 
the standards of oversight of financial sector regulation and be resourced accordingly.  
This indeed may be an element of the recommendations to emerge from the current Task 
Force into Business Regulation.  However, even if this were to be the case, it is argued 
here that a body dedicated primarily to financial sector regulation is needed.  Having the 
ORR housed in the Productivity Commission means that it will always have difficulty in 
attracting people with the honed skills of a regulator and that a new, separate body should 
be created to monitor and analyse the costs and benefits of financial sector regulations.   

In summary, while the Bureau and the ORR would coordinate efforts and learn from each 
other’s experience, there is a strong case for a dedicated body to cover financial sector 
regulation.  

The appropriate scope of the Bureau’s work is difficult to ascertain in advance.  The 
development of suitable analytical capabilities to thoroughly evaluate the costs and 
benefits of regulations in this area will be complicated.  It is an agenda where advances 
can only realistically be expected to occur over a number of years.  Yet, the potential 
benefits to the economy of well-crafted regulation for the financial sector are sizeable and 
worthy of this investment.50 

In order to make sure that such an exercise is realistic in its aims, especially in the initial 
stages, it will be important for there to be substantive consultation with industry and 
regulators particularly on the development of common methodologies.   

Recommendation 6: The Bureau of Financial Sector Regulation should be tasked with 
the development of common methodologies to calculate the costs of complying with 
financial sector regulation on a regular basis.  The Bureau should work closely with FICA 
(or the different industry associations) to help to ensure that this effort is as cost-effective 
as possible.   

The development of a deeper understanding of the impact of regulations is complicated 
by the fact that there are serious conceptual issues to be resolved at both a theoretical 
and practical level.  The Bureau should also act to encourage the furthering of the 
understanding of these conceptual and analytical matters.  

                                                 

49  For example, Banks (2005) argues that they represent world’s best practice.  Also, the Productivity 
Commission’s latest annual report on regulation notes that the RIS process is be touted as best practice by 
international bodies including the OECD.  The report does, however, note that there is scope for improvement.  
See Productivity Commission (2005). 

50  A parallel can be drawn with the debate over tariff reform.  It was only after considerable effort was devoted to 
understanding the nature and magnitude of the costs of border protection that sufficient support for the reforms 
could be established.  But the benefits of the reforms are now widely accepted.   
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Recommendation 7: The Bureau of Financial Sector Regulation should be given a 
mandate to lift the standards of the cost-benefit analysis of financial sector regulation, and 
be resourced adequately for this task.  The Bureau should encourage a deeper 
understanding of best practice regulation.  

5.4. ENCOURAGEMENT OF LIGHT-HANDED REGULATION – SPECIFIC AREAS OF 
ATTENTION 

Section 5.1 stressed the desirability of financial sector regulation being conducted in a 
more light-handed manner than is currently the case.  It noted a series of proposals under 
consideration where the likely outcome will be less interventionist than earlier draft 
proposals. 

In addition, there are two aspects of financial sector regulation that warrant specific 
comment, namely the use of alternative compliance models and the regulation of the 
payments system.  

5.4.1. Encouragement of Alternative Compliance Models 

Financial institutions are diverse.  Appropriate regulation for one entity may be quite 
inappropriate for another.  This reality is recognised by those designing policy and 
regulators.  For example, it is the reason why APRA developed its SOARS system (see 
Section 4) and optional risk management models under Basel II. 

One of the messages to emerge from FICA’s survey of members (see Appendix 1) is that 
some of the larger members felt that some of the new regulations providing no benefits to 
them in terms of strengthening their compliance culture because of measures already 
enacted internally.  Of course, such claims need to be tested but where internally 
developed procedures can be shown to meet the objectives of particular regulations, 
there would seem to be a good case for alternative compliance mechanisms.   

To implement such arrangements, the first step is for the basic objectives of the 
regulations to be set out in a clear and measurable form.  While this is largely a task for 
the regulator, input from the regulated entities would be desirable.  Once such a basic 
understanding is achieved, it then becomes possible for quite flexible approaches to 
emerge. 

Note that there may be benefits from developing such an approach for not only the 
regulated entity but also the regulator.  Over time, the information developed by individual 
companies devising their best means of meeting regulatory objectives should assist in the 
best design and implementation of regulations. 

Recommendation 8: The Government should recognise the potential usefulness of 
regulated entities being able to develop their own compliance models to achieve 
regulator-specified outcomes.  APRA and ASIC, in particular, should be encouraged to 
define what is expected of regulated entities and to develop a framework for alternative 
compliance models for specified areas of regulation.  
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5.4.2. The Regulation of the Payments System 

As outlined in Section 4.4, one area where more interventionist regulation has been 
pursued than Wallis had envisaged is in the payments system.  Unlike other major areas 
of financial sector regulation that are currently under review by Government, the 
development of regulation for the payments system has been left to the Reserve Bank.  It 
is appropriate that payments system regulation, along with say FSRA or APRA’s changes 
to prudential rules, be subject to closer scrutiny as part of the current investigations into 
business and, notably, financial sector regulation. 

Given its importance to the stability of the financial system, and its central place in the 
economy, it is appropriate that the central bank be intimately involved in ensuring the 
safety and transparency of the payments system.  This may entail direct participation in 
the system as with, say, cash or aspects of clearing and settlement arrangements.   

However, in addressing the competition and efficiency objectives set down in the 
Payments System (Regulation) Act, the RBA should be able to adopt a less intrusive 
course.  It most areas of the economy, competition and efficiency are typically advanced 
through promoting open access and, if need be, measures directed at market structure or 
conduct.  As argued in Section 4.4, the RBA has instead adopted a highly interventionist 
approach to, notably, the setting of interchange fees despite the basis for doing so 
remaining quite contentious.   

This is an area where the pendulum towards intrusive regulation has moved too far and 
steps to correct this shift should be encouraged. 

Recommendation 9: The Reserve Bank should be encouraged to reconsider its 
current approach to the regulation of interchange and explore less constraining means to 
encourage appropriate competition.  

5.5. COORDINATION ACROSS REGULATORS (AND REDUCTION OF DUPLICATION AND 
INCONSISTENCIES) 

Some overlap between different regulators is inevitable.  Regulators are established to 
address different policy objectives and sometimes by different jurisdictions.  Clear 
demarcation of areas of responsibility can be extremely difficult to achieve.  

Nonetheless, the loss to economic efficiency from duplication and inconsistencies across 
regulations and regulators in terms of compliance costs and impact on innovation or 
product offerings can be large.  As is already the case at least to an extent, steps to limit 
these costs include: 

• Ensuring that the mandates of the different regulators are clear; and 

• Developing procedures to improve coordination and cooperation between regulators 
(for example, through the use of lead regulators for different tasks, MOUs or mirror 
regulations). 
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The overlap that has developed between APRA and ASIC in the area of market conduct 
has been of particular concern.  While the areas of overlap do not appear to be extensive 
– they include reporting under the fit and proper requirements and outsourcing in risk 
management – the duplication has been an added complication as regulated entities try 
to cope with the introduction of several major sets of new regulations. 

Part of the issue seems to have arisen from APRA assuming a more intrusive style of 
regulation than had been intended in Wallis (albeit, in a quite different environment).  
Wallis envisaged separation of the roles of the two regulators – APRA to be a prudential 
regulator and ASIC to be a conduct and disclosure regulator.  But the model created the 
potential for overlap and, in such circumstances, it can be complex to resolve.  In 
particular, the coverage of regulated entities and of issues to be addressed will not neatly 
match.  Both regulators are conscious of the issue and are exploring means of minimising 
the impact (through devices such as carve-outs).   

While the current issues of duplication may be manageable through action underway, 
there does appear to be a need to re-examine the interactions between the two regulators 
in order to ensure any long-term complications are curtailed.  Accordingly, it is proposed 
that this issue be subject to considered review – see Section 5.10.   

Another area of regulatory overlap is the setting of standards for corporate governance.  
Financial institutions face the corporate governance obligations set out in: 

• The Corporations Act which incorporate the CLERP 9 reforms; 

• The ASX Principles of Good Corporate Governance; 

• APRA’s proposed Standards; 

• The corporate governance guidelines that the BIS has been developing for banks; 
and 

• Other international obligations including those given by the Sarbanes-Oxley 
legislation. 

The corporate failures witnessed over the past decade highlight the need for improved 
levels of corporate governance.  However, multiple sets of obligations aimed at the same 
objective cannot be justified, even though the requirements are for the most part very 
similar. 

The ASX approach is sensible and is consistent with the objective of encouraging a more 
outcomes-based approach to regulation.  Its principles are not binding but if companies 
depart from what is set down as best practice, they must disclose such departures to the 
market in their annual reports.  This approach is attractive in that: 

• It allows companies some discretion in choosing the governance arrangements best 
suited to their circumstances; while 
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• It makes use of market disciplines to constrain poor practice.  In this regard, it is 
consistent with the emerging research noted in Section 2 that highlights the benefits 
of encouraging private agents to exert discipline on corporations.51  

On the other hand, APRA has consistently argued that it should set its own explicit 
corporate governance standards for financial institutions and that these should be 
mandatory.  APRA’s view has recently been expressed most comprehensively by its 
chairman.52  The thrust of APRA’s argument is that financial institutions demand tighter 
obligations than other businesses given their central role in the economy; that prudential 
regulators have for some years placed corporate governance standards on banks and, in 
APRA’s view, this should be extended to other financial institutions; and only a small 
proportion of those institutions subject to APRA’s oversight are listed and thus subject to 
the ASX arrangements. 

Notwithstanding these comments, it is the case that there is regulatory overlap in 
standards for corporate governance.  APRA’s case is contestable.  For example, even 
though there is a case for strict standards in other aspects of prudential regulations, the 
empirical basis for the need for mandatory corporate governance regulations has not 
been made – indeed, as noted above, the evidence tends to support greater reliance on 
the private sector oversight.  Also, APRA’s case appears to have largely evolved through 
regulating banks.  The nature of the risks, especially related to systemic issues, differs for 
other financial institutions and thus it may be that the approach to prudential regulation 
should also differ.  

Recommendation 10: The Bureau of Financial Regulation should have a mandate to 
monitor areas of duplication and inconsistency across regulators.  

5.6. INTERNATIONAL DIMENSIONS 

The Australian financial system is intimately related to the international system.  Much of 
the increased regulatory burden has international origins.  This has a number of 
implications: 

• It is in Australia’s interests to have an international set of rules that works;  

• Where possible, domestic regulations should be designed to complement 
international requirements; 

                                                 

51  See Barth et al (2003). 

52  See Laker (2005). 
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• This does not mean that international frameworks need to be adopted in a rigid 
fashion.  For example, Basel II explicitly recognises the desirability of allowing a 
degree of flexibility in the implementation of the framework to allow for local 
circumstances.  This approach should be encouraged in all areas where international 
obligations apply (whether they be through multilateral bodies or bilateral); and 

• As has been the case over the past two decades with other areas of microeconomic 
reform, Australia should be encouraged to develop best practice regulation that can 
inform international practice and agreements.  

Australian regulations and regulators for the most part compare relatively well to their 
overseas counterparts.53  Given this record, Australia is well placed to encourage well-
crafted regulation through international bodies.   

Two areas where international pressure has resulted in less than ideal regulation for the 
Australian financial sector and where, given the right circumstances, efforts could be 
made for some redress, namely AML/CTF and Sarbanes-Oxley.  There is a tendency to 
place both in the too hard basket, yet: 

• All FATF members appear to be struggling with how best to respond to the FATF 
recommendations on anti-money laundering.  A recent FATF report indicates that 
Australia does not comply with as many of the FATF recommendations as some 
other member countries.54  However, the nature of this assessment highlights a 
theme of this report, namely the desirability of assessing performance against 
underlying policy objectives and whether these objectives are being met in a cost-
effective manner.  Adherence to a set of rules or recommendations can distract from 
this task.  As argued in Section 4, the costs associated with AML/CTF are likely to be 
much larger than had been anticipated and a fresh assessment of how the 
underlying objectives can be best addressed appears to be warranted.  It is likely 
that this will not just be an issue for Australia but also for other FATF members as 
they head down this path. 

                                                 

53  For example, the OECD and IMF generally have provided favourable assessments of Australia’s regulatory 
framework relative to other countries.  For example, as noted by the Productivity Commission (2005), the OECD 
views Australia’s use of RIS positively.  In addition, the tone of the IMF’s comments on Australia’s record on 
financial sector regulation has typically been complimentary.  The IMF is currently reviewing Australia’s financial 
sector regulations through its FSAP program. 

54  See the Minister for Justice and Custom’s press release dated 17 October 2005.  FATF’s assessment indicates 
that Australia fully complies with 12 of its 49 recommendations, largely complies with 14, partially complies with 
13 and fails to comply with 10.  The new AML/CFT legislative changes being developed will improve this record.   



Review of Business Regulation in Australia 
 
 
7 November 2005  
 
 
 

Final Report  Page 44 

 

• Refining the Sarbanes-Oxley legislation, or its global reach, would appear to be an 
especially large task for a single country like Australia.  However, there is 
widespread concern with the legislation in the United States and elsewhere (e.g. 
witness Prime Minister Blair’s comments in Section 3) and an Australian voice may 
assist in generating broad support for action.  At a minimum, it could help to 
minimise the risk of similar measures in the future. 

In areas of regulation fostered by international bodies, Australia has often been in the 
lead advocating the development of outcomes-based models of regulation.  This activity 
is supported.  At the same time, however, problems have arisen where due regard has 
not be made at an early stage to the costs and complications involved in converting the 
policy principles into regulatory practice (as was the case for AML/CTF).  The 
implementation of regulations will be an evolutionary process and thus some flexibility 
and scope for learning should be recognised throughout the consideration by the relevant 
international body.  Another problem that has occurred in the case of the introduction of 
new accounting standards has been that the international competitiveness of early 
adopters has been affected for a period.   

Recommendation 11: The Government should continue taking a lead in the developing 
of outcomes-based models of regulation in international forums.  It should also encourage 
the recognition that regulatory frameworks may need to evolve, as specific regulations are 
made operational.  In adoption of international standards, Australian legislators and 
regulators should take due regard to the impact of early adoption on international 
competitiveness of domestic players. 

5.7. SELF-REGULATION 

A central theme throughout this report is that well crafted regulation will only be 
successful with shared responsibility.  If regulators are going to be able to apply a light-
handed approach to their mandate, they need to be supported by both policy-makers and 
the regulated entities.  Furthermore, a philosophy that promotes light-handed regulation 
and alternative compliance models by its nature will involve at least a degree of self-
regulation. 

However, self-regulation is not a panacea and brings its own problems.  A lack of clarity in 
the basic objectives of the regulations – whether these objectives are set by policy-
makers or the corporation or industry itself – can lead to costly and ineffective compliance 
exercises.  Moreover, where the objectives are being set in response to ill-defined 
community expectations, there can be a danger of regulatory ‘creep’ that may, in fact, be 
more intense than where regulations are imposed externally. 

Self-regulation can take a number of forms with responsibility for establishing the 
regulatory framework falling to individual companies, specific industry sectors (which have 
developed industry Codes of Practice), professional associations (such as accounting 
bodies) or exchanges (as in the case of the ASX).   
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For self-regulation to play a useful role, a number of conditions must be met: 

• There needs to be sufficient clarity in the overarching objectives that the regulations 
are intended to meet for an economical and effective framework to be developed; 

• For self-regulation to gain the necessary acceptance of policy-makers and external 
stakeholders – especially customers – there needs to be genuine accountability, 
transparency and convenience procedures for the aggrieved parties.  In this regard, 
the role of an independent ombudsman can be very important;55 and 

• There needs to be a quid pro quo in that there should be a presumption that there 
will not be additional layers of regulation. 

In light of this final point, a more extensive role for self-regulation can only realistically be 
developed in the context of fundamental change to how other financial sector regulation is 
applied.  Accordingly, it is suggested that specific recommendations related to self-
regulation be developed in the context of the review of financial sector regulation 
advocated in Section 5.10.  (In addition, financial sector regulators should be encouraged 
to actively explore areas where they could pare back their direct regulation in favour of 
alternative models as per Recommendation 8.) 

5.8. ENGAGING STAKEHOLDERS 

The discussion on self-regulation stressed the desirability of engaging all major 
stakeholders in the development of the specific regulations.  This increases the likelihood 
that the regulations will meet their underlying objectives and gain acceptance by 
interested parties.  This idea, however, applies equally to all regulation.   

Examples of the development of new regulations that, reportedly, did succeed in 
garnering broad acceptance by various stakeholders were the UCCC and the Banking 
Code of Practice.  This is not to say that either set of regulations is without its problems; 
just that an open dialogue assisted their development.  In contrast, as discussed in 
Section 4, the consultation process for the FSRA and AML/CTF proposals was, initially at 
least, poor. 

5.9. ‘REFORM FATIGUE’ 

Section 4 argued that the design and implementation of a number of key regulations over 
the recent years has been less than perfect.  The difficulties facing the regulated entities 
have been intensified by the cumulative impact of the wave of new regulations that have 
been introduced.  Considerable resources have been consumed in responding to new 
regulations – and proposals for new regulations, many of which never materialise.  The 
wave of changes has made it difficult for boards and senior management not to become 
distracted from their core business.  

                                                 

55  These conditions would seem to be met by the industry codes for the banking and insurance sectors. 
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It is possible to conceive of policies that aim to restrain the rate at which new regulations 
are introduced, although any such policy would be arbitrary to some extent and may not 
be sensitive to the relevant importance of different regulations.  Accordingly, devices to 
artificially slow down the introduction of new regulations are not recommended.56  
Instead, it is recommended that the issue of the cumulative burden of new regulations be 
explicitly recognised by the designers of new policy with any action left to their discretion 
(subject to enhanced accountability arrangements outlined above). 

5.10. TIME FOR AN INDEPENDENT REVIEW OF THE OUTCOME OF WALLIS 

The Wallis Inquiry argued that its model of regulation should be seen as applying for the 
following five to ten years.  Given how extensive the changes being recommended were, 
Wallis intended there be a review of its recommendations and their implementation in this 
five to ten year period.  

The Financial Sector Advisory Committee (FSAC) conducted a review of Wallis in 200357 
and continues to be a focal point of advice to the Government.  However, the nature of 
FSAC meant that it was well placed to be a sounding board on emerging issues in 
financial sector regulation, and to assist in specific areas where attention is required, but it 
is not in a position to provide a substantive reassessment of the underlying premises on 
which the system is based.  Dedicated resources are needed for such an exercise.  

There does not appear to be a need to have an extensive review of the main principles 
set down by Wallis nor the basic architecture it recommended.  Rather, a fundamental 
examination of the design and implementation of financial sector regulation is warranted.  
Such a review would evaluate the extent to which financial sector regulation as enacted 
and implemented today has departed from the overarching principles set down in Wallis, 
and whether such departures are desirable.  

The terms of reference for such a review could include: 

• Assessing whether the basic assumptions and philosophy underpinning Wallis’ 
analysis should be modified in light of the corporate failures seen in recent years in 
the financial sector; 

• Reviewing areas where a more outcomes-based style of regulation could be applied; 

• Reviewing the extent of convergence in financial services and the extent to which a 
common approach should be applied to the regulation of financial services; 

                                                 

56  Similarly, this report does not advocate the use of other artificial methods of constraining the burden of 
regulation burden such as explicit targets for reduction in the quantity of legislation or the requirement to match 
any new regulation with the removal of another.  The correspondence between such measures and the actual 
economic (or commercial) costs and benefits is too unreliable to use such devices as anything more than a 
loose guide for policy-makers.  

57  See FSAC (2003). 
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• Exploring criteria for developing more differentiated approaches to ‘general market 
regulation’ (including regulation involving licensing and the disclosure of information);  

• Investigating the scope for ‘alternative compliance’ models where the regulated 
entity can demonstrate the effectiveness of its processes in meeting outcomes that 
are set by the regulator or legislator;  

• Examining the scope for limiting regulatory overlap.  This will include overlap both 
between jurisdictions and between national regulators, especially APRA and ASIC 
and possibly the ACCC; and 

• In reviewing financial sector regulation, consideration should be given to the 
appropriate role to be performed by boards and senior management, and the level at 
which they should communicate with regulators. 

Recommendation 12: An independent review of the Wallis Inquiry should be conducted 
with an emphasis on the appropriateness of its underlying philosophy and the 
implementation of its recommendations using terms of reference along the lines of those 
in the text. 



Review of Business Regulation in Australia 
 
 
7 November 2005  
 
 
 

Final Report  Page 48 

 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

The principles of competitive neutrality, accountability, cost efficiency, transparency and 
flexibility were central to the new regulatory regime advocated by Wallis.  These principles 
were incorporated into the relevant legislation or at least in second reading speeches.  
That practice has drifted so far from these conceptual moorings is a reflection of the 
difficulties converting these principles into operational regulations, and may signal that 
those charged with these tasks have not imbibed the spirit of the law in determining 
regulatory practice.  At the same time, it also reflects the difficult external environment 
that financial sector regulators have confronted over recent years. 

The design and implementation of a well-crafted regulatory regime is challenging and this 
agenda should form a central element of a fresh wave of microeconomic reform.  In this 
regard, the attention that the increasing burden of business regulation has received over 
the past year has been encouraging.  However, many of the proposed means of tackling 
the issues cover a broad spectrum of industries and regulations.  As argued above, many 
of the most intractable difficulties in the regulation of the financial sector arise at the micro 
level and will require specific solutions if they are to be addressed effectively. 

For example, among the ideas that have been proposed have been:  

• The Business Council has proposed that Federal Cabinet assume a regular 
gatekeeper role to ensure that the compliance burden of new regulations is better 
assessed up front.  The BCA also proposed a new high-level consultative forum 
between government and business.58  While both proposals appear to have some 
merit, they would involve considerable and continued commitment by the highest 
levels of government and the opportunity costs involved would have to be taken into 
account.  Moreover, and especially for the regulation of the financial sector, the 
proposals do not address the challenges that arise because of the “politics of detail”.  
Consequently, the specific recommendations that are presented do not rely on the 
BCA’s approach; 

• The recently announced Task Force on Reducing the Regulatory Burden on 
Business should facilitate improvements in some aspects of business regulation, 
especially regulatory review.  The Task Force’s deliberations need to be 
encouraged.  Yet, the breadth of its assignment plus the limited success that 
regulatory review systems have had in Australia and overseas cautions against 
expecting too much for financial sector regulation to emerge from the Task Force.  
Again, a more targeted solution appears to be warranted; 

                                                 

58  The proposed body would be called the Business Regulation Advisory Council. 
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• The Commonwealth Government has indicated that it expects contributions to 
improved regulatory practice from all stakeholders, that is government, regulators, 
industry groups or associations and business itself.  As part of this, it has urged 
business to explore what more could be achieved from self-regulation.59  However, a 
joint approach to better regulation requires a degree of coordination and mutual 
understanding that has not been present in recent years.  For example, there has 
been no allowance made in the development of FSRA for the related commitments 
assumed by industry in their Codes of Practice. 

Accordingly, this report recommends that specific action is required if a well-crafted 
regulatory framework is to be developed and progressively improved upon for the 
financial sector.  Given the weight of the regulatory burden the sector currently carries, 
and the importance of the sector to the economy and daily life, sector specific action does 
appear warranted. 

Section 5 set out a range of recommendations designed to achieve better regulatory 
practice.  Running through those recommendations are two core themes: 

• The desirability of developing and maintaining an environment whereby the 
governments’ and the community’s expectations of their regulators are clearly 
understood; and 

• The establishment of new accountability arrangements for the financial sector 
regulators that allow systemic problems associated with both the design and 
implementation of regulations to be identified and appropriate solutions found.  

                                                 

59  See, for example, Hon Chris Pearce, “The politics and regulatory perspective”, address to the KPMG Global 
Financial Services Conference, 27 September 2005. 
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APPENDIX A: BUDGETS OF FINANCIAL SECTOR 
REGULATORS 

The table below documents how administrative costs of financial regulation have risen in 
the last seven years with a projection for 2006 where data are available. 

Table 1:  Administrative costs of financial regulation (1998–99 to 2006–07) 

 APRA 

($m) 

ASIC 

($m) 

PSB 

($m) 

Total  

($m) 

% total 
financial 
assets of 

financial inst. 

1998-99 48.6 24.9  73.5 0.0049 

1999-00 51.5 23.6 0.10 75.2 0.0044 

2000-01 53.1 23.2 0.14 76.4 0.0041 

2001-02 59.2 44.2 0.14 103.5 0.0050 

2002-03 67.1 45.3 0.15 112.6 0.0054 

2003-04 72.0 58.3    

2004-05 74.2 56.8    

2005-06 77.2 57.4    

2006-07 79.4 57.2    

Source: Financial Sector Advisory Council, August 2003, ‘Review of the outcomes of the Financial System 

Inquiry 1997’. 
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APPENDIX B: QUESTIONNAIRE OF FICA MEMBERS 

Questionnaires were circulated to FICA members with 11 members from banking and 
insurance providing detailed responses.  

The intention of the survey was to obtain a sense of the nature of the challenges facing 
members from the growth in business regulation in recent years.  It was recognised that 
the raw data needed to compile comprehensive and consistent estimates of the cost or 
scope of business regulation was not available.  Accordingly, the survey sought to draw 
upon existing information related to members’ experiences of the regulatory burden they 
face, both of a quantitative and qualitative nature.  

Q1. Compliance Costs.  What would you estimate to be your company’s 
compliance costs including internal department costs and external 
consultants (legal, audit, etc), in terms of both dollar expenditures and the 
percentage of operating income (if available)?  How has this changed over 
the past 5 and 10 years? 

Overall compliance costs have increased sharply over the past 5 and 10 years.  As a 
proportion of income, compliance costs appear to be somewhat higher for insurance 
companies than banks, and to be inversely correlated with size.  

Ongoing Compliance Costs 

Ongoing compliance costs for the largest banks appear to represent approximately 
0.5 per cent of operating income (or of the order of $50 million a year).  These costs have 
increased significantly over the past decade: 

Since 1994/95, [compliance] expenditure levels have almost doubled every five years, 
accompanied by growth in staff resources engaged in compliance-related activities. 

This estimate of a roughly doubling in compliance costs over the past five years, in fact, 
appears to be consistent across all respondents who were able to estimate the magnitude 
of the increases.  For example, a medium-sized insurance company report an increase in 
compliance costs from 0.8 per cent of operating income 10 years ago, to 0.9 per cent five 
years ago to 2.1 per cent currently. 

Annual compliance costs for the larger insurance companies were of the order of 
$20 to 30 million.  One insurer noted that: 

Some regulatory changes such as those related to good governance practices were ones 
we would implement regardless of the regulatory requirements.  

Compliance costs for medium-size insurers (up to 500 employees) tended to lie in the 
$5 to 10 million range. 
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Costs for Smaller Firms 

One smaller insurer noted that in the past it did not need a dedicated compliance officer 
with functions “subsumed within the normal duties of its business line personnel”.  It now 
has a added direct employment costs of the order of $250K, external compliance 
recourses in excess of $200K, additional time spent by business-line personnel on 
compliance and more external audit costs.  Another smaller insurer emphasised: 

The impact is more one of time devoted to compliance issues that would previously have 
been spent on strategic and operational business activities. 

Q1b. In particular, do you have any specific estimates associated with 
implementation and ongoing costs of FSRA and/or APRA prudential 
regulatory changes?  If so, please identify these separately. 

The one-off implementation costs associated with FSRA, Basel II, the new prudential 
regime for insurers, SOX and IFRS were all cited as contributing significantly to costs.  
Insurers noted their implementation costs varied with their product selection. 

Banks’ Implementation Costs 

An earlier survey of ABA members found that: 

The direct cost of implementing FSR across 23 member banks of the ABA was $200M. 

One regional bank indicated that the majority of implementation costs related to the Basel 
reforms: 

FSR – Estimate $5M.  Basel – Estimated $25M. 

Insurers’ Implementation Costs 

Among the larger general insurers implementation costs were estimated at close to 
$20 million over the last 2 years, and were primarily associated with FSRA compliance: 

… the costs identified … largely relate to the implementation and continuing costs of FSR. 

For insurers with less than 5000 employees, FSRA implementation costs ranged from 
$1.4 to $4.6 million.  All insurers tended to note specific costs involved with the 
implementation of the FSRA reforms that are proportionate to the number of products 
issued: 

…direct costs of the project team, IT staff, internal and external legal advice, purchase of 
software and the cost of producing quantities of disclosure documents in relation to some 
40 different retail general insurance products for issue to customers and intermediaries. 

Implementations costs for insurers associated with APRA change were mostly reported in 
terms of management time (see below), however one large insurer noted: 
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On APRA stage 2 reforms, the implementation cost is estimated at $1 million to $2 million 
depending on the extent of any framework required for outsourcing. 

Q2. Senior Management Time.  Beyond explicit compliance costs, can you 
estimate the time that senior management and boards devote to 
compliance?  How has this changed over the past 5 and 10 years? 

One financial institution estimated: 

As a guide, one business unit approximated that the time spent on compliance by boards 
was 25% and senior management 20% respectively; 5 years ago it was 7.5%/7.5% and 10 
years ago 5%/5% - a 500% increase over the decade. 

This 25 per cent estimate was representative of all respondents able to estimate the time 
spent by boards, although one was expecting this to increase: 

Executive Risk Committee and board Risk Committee spends approx 25% of time on 
compliance / regulatory matters.  This is expected to increase to 40% with Basel 2. 

The range of time devoted to compliance matters by senior management tended to vary 
between 5 per cent and 20 per cent.  This figure had increased between 5 and 10-fold 
over the past decade.  Among all insurers similar proportions of senior management and 
board times were reported: 

We estimate this to be 10% for senior management time.  This has significantly increased 
over the last 5 years. 

… it would not be unreasonable to suggest that an additional 25% of time has been 
required by the board to consider regulatory compliance issues. 

One insurer signalled APRA requirements had occupied senior management the most: 

The amount of time that senior management and the board need to devote to compliance 
has increased over the past 5 years.  This has been primarily driven by the new APRA 
regime which has placed additional requirements on the board…The APRA regulations go 
beyond the level considered by the board to be necessary and, in most cases, add no 
value to the policyholders or shareholders. 
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Q3. Impact on Business Decisions.  Have there been any instances where 
compliance with regulations has impacted how your business is run?  For 
example, have you been forced to withdraw from particular products or 
services or restrict supply, have you decided not to proceed with an 
innovation or new idea, or have you had to increase fees substantially on 
particular products or services?  Please elaborate including what customer 
groups might have been impacted. 

FRSA has resulted a significant majority of respondents reporting that products had been 
discontinued or modified due to higher costs while a number noted that the launch of new 
lines had been deferred.  Insurers reported the withdrawal of advice more than banks did.  
Smaller insurers reported the impact in terms of internal resources being diverted from 
away from normal operations. 

Discontinued Products 

Maintaining supporting legacy products where volume is not high is not necessarily viable 
(mainly due to high technology costs) under FSR regulation, therefore some products have 
been discontinued;  Telephone/call centre staff are required to make long disclosures to 
customers for basic products, this increases call time and ultimately product costs; 

• Additional printing costs were incurred for the issue of new and varied PDSs – 
this incurred additional drafting costs involving product areas within the business, 
compliance and legal input – and also the PDS lodgement fees; and 

• Some employment agencies no longer supply staff for customer facing roles in 
financial institutions due to the training obligations under PS146… 

One bank noted: 

Our Treasury area has withdrawn some products from retail sale because of FSR. 

Another bank reported that FRSA had an impact on the following areas: 

- General advice model; 

- No longer offer long term Term Deposits; 

- Restriction of some product features; 

- Indirect impact on fee levels due to overall compliance costs; and 

- Cost of IT systems changes to comply has impacted on some products. 

Some banks reported other changes to product design: 
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As a result of the Impact of the Financial Services Reform legislation, [the bank] made a 
decision to withdraw an account opening service in a foreign jurisdiction offered to 
Australian residents travelling overseas…Another example of the impact of the FSR 
regime has been that overseas-based subsidiary Banks have ceased to service their 
foreign nationals resident in Australia due to perceived extra territorial consequences of 
FSR. 

A number of general insurers reported product modifications involving the withdrawal of 
certain cover: 

The requirement to register every PDS has meant that it is no longer possible to collate a 
policy for a small business from a series of available cover options. 

[We have] withdrawn personal accident cover from our commercial products …  

…some mixed products have had the retail element stripped from them as this invokes 
compliance costs. 

… we need to exit from the smaller end of the group risk market. 

The ‘No Advice Model’ 

It was common among respondents with general insurance operations to report the 
withdrawal of advice in relation to products: 

…in our direct business…we have adopted a ‘no advice’ model. 

We adopted a no personal advice model, which means that some customers are probably 
worse off under the new FSR regime. 

Instead of being able to easily and fully discuss the policy terms and conditions, the 
majority of our ARs are only authorised for general advice or no advice (just issue the 
policy).  This is to avoid the requirements and liability associated with providing ‘personal 
advice’. 

One insurer noted that advice had also been restricted from its internet site: 

… an internet comparison of prices and benefits to assist customers is simply too difficult 
to navigate the guidelines on advice. 

One of the larger insurers (more than 5,000 employees) noted the particular effect for 
their rural and regional customers: 

…the increase in compliance requirements has resulted in diminution in the services to 
rural and regional customers with the withdrawal from the provision of ‘advice’ to 
customers on general insurance products…many authorised representatives are restricted 
to ‘arranging’ insurance rather than offering any value added services through advice.  
This is of particular concern in rural and regional areas where agents previously played an 
important part in considering the range of insurance products and advising clients.  
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Business Volumes affected for Small Insurers 

One smaller insurer noted the impact as effecting overall operations: 

…business line personnel (being personnel who do not have primary responsibility for 
compliance and compliance related tasks and activities) are spending more of their time 
and attention in effecting compliance and compliance related tasks and activities. 

Q4. Regulation.  In your opinion, is there any specific regulation or legislation in 
the last five years caused a particularly high compliance burden?  If so, 
please identify and provide information on why this has been the case.  If 
applicable, what has been the impact of changes in regulations elsewhere 
in the world on your business? 

A significant majority of general insurers responded that FSRA had created the greatest 
compliance costs: 

Obviously FSRA has caused the greatest burden in the last five years, requiring a major 
effort… 

[We] would suggest that the implementation of the FSRA would be the specific legislation 
in the past five years to cause a particularly high compliance burden.  The new APRA 
regime obviously also increased compliance requirements substantially. 

The disclosure provisions contained in the Corporations Act have come at a large 
compliance cost. 

FSR has been the most significant impact… 

A significant majority of members with banking operations responded similarly: 

FSR has had the biggest impact on the Bank and the financial sector in general over the 
past 5 years.  This has exacerbated the already significant increase in prudential 
regulation since 1997. 

The highest compliance burdens have been caused by the following regulation:  Financial 
Services Reform – increased compliance burden is evidenced by the increased cost and 
resource allocation… 

Clearly FSR where all our AFSL holders require Licensee Compliance c/tees… 

Q5. Culture.  Has new regulation had any effect on the culture within your 
organisation?  If so, please be as specific as possible about the changes 
and the regulation involved, as well as the consequences for your 
organisation. 

Responses could be categorised as ranging from a quite negative impact to qualified 
support.  The latter were generally in relation to potential benefits from heightened 
awareness among employees. 
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Negative impact 

Some negative responses were driven by the impact on innovation in business 
processes: 

…simple change is no longer simple because we will have to involve legal teams and go 
through an arduous sign off process.  Consequently, we don’t change anything unless we 
have to and unless it’s part of something bigger.  This sort of culture stifles the concept of 
continuous improvement. 

… the stifling of some innovation due to concern over breaches… 

Members with banking operations tended to summarise the negative impacts in terms of 
consumer attitudes: 

The customer’s perception of a helpful culture supporting enquiries has changed to an 
over regulated industry where advice enquiries are routinely directed to Financial 
Planners. 

…some businesses are still concerned that the traditional approach to compliance can be 
driven by regulatory requirements rather than the customer needs. 

Insurers that responded negatively, tended to emphasise the perceived lack of benefits 
along side the costs: 

The FSG and PDS don’t give the customer anything valuable… Product understanding 
has not been increased. 

None of the regulation introduced in the past 5 years has caused the Group to review 
these behaviours – they are not in conflict.  Therefore, we believe that there has been no 
significant impact on the culture of the group.  The regulation has caused frustration, 
increased costs and negatively impact[ed] policyholders. 

Another respondent emphasised the negative effects on the ability to attract senior 
management: 

Directors’ fiduciary duties/responsibilities are more onerous… This has affected 
institutions’ ability to attract suitable directors. 

Qualified support  

A number of respondents noted the potential beneficial effects from the change in culture: 

[We] consider that that many of the requirements and obligations of AFSL licensing were 
largely incorporated in to [our] internal procedures, processes and corporate culture prior 
to the introduction of the Act…From an industry perspective, however, it is positive that the 
FSRA encourages good governance, compliance and integrity. 
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Overall, people are now more accepting of compliance as business as usual.  Has in some 
respects created a slightly ‘nervous’ environment however this ensures people become 
more accountable for their own roles. 

…[We] have observed that there is a greater acceptance of, and less reluctance to adhere 
to, process revisions that are triggered by compliance and regulatory changes… this is 
due to a strong understanding by personnel that such changes … are essential business 
drivers. 

Q6. If you have any other more detailed comments – possibly in the form of 
previous submissions – or particular anecdotes not provided above that 
you feel are particularly illustrative of the burden you face, please feel free 
to elaborate. 

Comments provided by some respondents indicated a desire for greater efforts from 
regulators to minimise the compliance burden: 

Regulators demands for statistical data have resulted in average 10% of time of line, IT, 
actuarial and other specialist staff diverted to manage, rework or complete requests. 

Much of the regulation introduced in the past 5 years has been in response to particular 
situations, such as the liquidation of HIH… Clearly the government has had a knee jerk 
reaction to events in the industry.  The compliance burden does not prevent dishonest 
operators.  What is does do is impose significant burden on companies that already have 
adequate corporate governance principles in place. 

On occasion, regulation is imposed with inadequate consultation and a lack of commercial 
pragmatism.  There are also some concerns about the experience and commercial 
pragmatism of some staff within the Australian regulators, especially when compared to 
their peers overseas. 
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APPENDIX C : INTERNATIONAL APPROACHES TO 
REGULATORY REVIEW 

Many OECD economies have confronted the expansion of regulatory burden within their 
economies in recent years.  The issues being addressed have been similar to those 
present in Australia with change being instigated as a result of both domestic and 
international agendas.  Two countries in particular that have explored quite radical 
change in how regulation is treated have been the Netherlands and the United Kingdom.  
In coming years, Australia may benefit from the lessons to be gleaned from these 
experiments.  

C.1 NETHERLANDS 

The Dutch government has focused its regulatory review efforts on reducing the 
administrative burden, which it defines as “the costs imposed on businesses when 
complying with information obligations stemming from government regulation” – 
essentially this is a reference to compliance costs under our terminology.  These 
initiatives began in 1994 when the government set an administrative burden reduction 
target of 10 per cent between 1994 and 1998.  Its approach targets the bureaucracy put 
in place to implement regulations and does not question the policy objectives of the 
regulations themselves.  A second stage began in 2003 when the government corrected 
certain defects, such as a lack of ministerial commitment and accountability and set an 
additional 25 per cent reduction in administrative burden between 2003 and 2006. 

The burden reduction initiatives involve a precise methodology made up of three 
components: 

• Measuring the administrative burden – every department used the so-called 
‘Standard Cost Model’ to measure the administrative burden imposed on business 
through its regulatory activities.  This measurement includes all the administrative 
obligations imposed by central government departments and regulatory agencies 
under both national and European legislation. 

• Commitment to a target – Dutch ministers agreed on the priority for their term in 
office of reducing the administrative burden across the whole of government 
regulation.  The reduction targets set have been net targets, which means that the 
reduction must be achieved after taking into account any new burdens from 
regulations brought in by the government or the EU during the period of the target.  

• Organisational structure – to encourage the attainment of the target, the government 
set up an organisational structure to oversee the process.  The Dutch Minister of 
Finance takes responsibility for achieving the administrative burden reduction target 
and delivers a progress report to Parliament every six months.  The Ministry of 
Finance coordinates the programme with a dedicated cross departmental team 
called the Interdepartmental Project Directorate for Administrative Burdens (IPAL). 
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• The government has also established an independent public body called Actal (the 
Dutch Advisory Board on Regulatory Burden) to which government departments are 
obliged to send details of all new legislative proposals, including a calculation of its 
administrative burden.  Actal then reviews the calculation before the proposed 
legislation is sent to the Dutch Council of Ministers and to the Dutch Parliament. 
Actal also evaluates the burden reduction programmes that all departments are 
obliged to present annually to Parliament and makes its evaluation public.  The 
Dutch Cabinet considers Actal’s comments when deciding whether to endorse a new 
piece of legislation.  If the Cabinet approves the new legislation, Actal’s comments 
are made available to the Dutch Parliament when it debates the bill.  Each 
department has also set up a small unit of civil servants dedicated to supporting the 
reduction of administrative burden in that department. 

C.2 UNITED KINGDOM 

The UK recently set up a Better Regulation Taskforce to review possible processes to 
improve regulation.  The Taskforce recently released its report making the following 
recommendations: 

• Adopt the Netherlands Standard Cost Model for measuring administrative burden 
and use it to provide a systematic measurement of the administrative burden in the 
UK by May 2006; 

• By May 2006 (or earlier if the results of the measurement are available), set a target 
for reducing the administrative burden;  

• By July 2005, put in place an organisational structure and the necessary resources 
to facilitate measurement and target achievement, including a central co-ordination 
unit, a body providing independent scrutiny, and stakeholder participation;  

• By the end of 2005, the Regulatory Impact Unit in the Cabinet Office should, in 
consultation with departments, develop a robust mechanism for the submission of 
proposals for simplification by business and other stakeholders.  The mechanism will 
require stakeholders to submit evidence in support of their proposals, with options for 
reform.  It should require departments to respond within 90 working days, setting out 
and justifying the course of action they propose with a time limit for delivery; 

• By September 2006, all departments, in consultation with stakeholders, should 
develop a rolling programme of simplification to identify regulations that can be 
simplified, repealed, reformed and/or consolidated; 

• The Regulatory Impact Assessment process for major regulatory proposals should 
require consideration of compensatory simplification measures.  Where it is not 
possible to include any simplification measures, there should be a reasoned 
explanation of why not.  Clearance by the Panel for Regulatory Accountability of any 
major regulatory proposal should include consideration of offsetting simplification 
proposals; 
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• The government should progress its promised review of the operation of the 
Regulatory Reform Act.  The review should consider how the scope of the 
Regulatory Reform Act can be widened to allow a greater number of reforms to be 
delivered by Regulatory Reform Order (RRO).  In particular, it should explore 
whether the scope of RROs should be extended to deliver non-controversial 
proposals for simplification.  In addition the review should consider whether the 
whole process for developing an RRO and subsequent scrutiny could be more 
proportionate; 

• The government should start developing a methodology for assessing the total 
cumulative costs of regulatory proposals.  The government should also reassess 
whether full regulatory budgets, taking into account the cumulative impact of 
regulation, should be introduced (a fuller discussion of regulatory budgets is provided 
further below). 

In July 2005 the UK began consultation on the Better Regulation Bill which will contain 
statutory requirements for regulators to use a rigorous risk-based approach and powers to 
reform penalties according to risk-based principles. 

The BRTF has also set out what it considers to be five principles of good regulation, 
namely:  

• Proportionality – regulators should only intervene when necessary.  Remedies 
should be appropriate to the risk posed. Costs should be identified and minimised. 

• Accountability – regulators must be able to justify decisions and be subject to public 
scrutiny. 

• Consistency – government rules and standards must be joined up and implemented 
fairly. 

• Transparency – regulators should be open and keep regulations simple and user-
friendly. 

• Targeting – regulation should be focused on the problem and minimise side effects. 

Regulatory budgets 

As noted above, the BRTF revived the question of whether regulatory budgets should be 
introduced in its recent recommendations.  Essentially, regulatory budgets are similar to 
financial budgets in that they involve setting a pre-determined level for the total regulatory 
costs that any department can impose.  Departments then have to manage their 
regulatory activities within this limit, balancing expenditure (new regulation) and income 
(deregulation) to avoid a deficit. 
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The BRTF listed the following options for use of a regulatory budget: 

• Impose an annual decrease in the total cost of regulation, thus compelling 
departments to do more deregulation than new regulation; 

• Freeze the total cost of regulation such that each department would need to offset 
any new cost of regulation by reducing regulation elsewhere by an equivalent 
amount; 

• Allow a pre-set year on year increase in the cost of regulation. 

It noted that although the use of regulatory budgets has been proposed since the 1970s, 
the proposal has so far not been adopted anywhere in the world, largely due to the lack of 
an agreed methodology and the practical difficulties of measuring the total effects of 
regulation.  A further risk noted by the BRTF report is that taking on full regulatory 
budgets could spawn a large bureaucracy within government to develop and verify the 
methodology, manage the regulatory accounts and report, monitor and audit the results.  
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