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how associations get heard

Trudging through the hallowed halls of Parliament House, armed with
statistics, commentary and silver tongues to boot, lobbyists present the
desires of the industry to those who enact policy change. They wear the
badge of the professional association and they are there to represent the
industry. Jonathan Barrett surveys how they measure up.
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he lobbyists come prepared to

meet politicians with packed

o lunches full of small policy

morsels ready for backbench

consumption. And more

than a few morsels were

consumed over the course of the financial

year, with everything from the super

surcharge abolition to choice refine-

ments coming about directly, or indirectly,

through persistent taps on the shoulder
from industry bodies.

While not all industry bodies are
lobbyists, all the main financial service
players incorporate lobbying to achieve
their respective mandates, ineluding, and
perhaps most visibly, the Investment and
Financial Services Association (IFSA).

Described once by Labor Senator Stephen
Conroy as “one of the most powerful lobhy
groups in the country”, IFSA lists the
surcharge abolition and introduction, and
subsequent extension, of the co-contribu-
tions scheme as two of the most important
legiglative changes for its fund member
base,

“We had very frequent interventions into
the backroom processes of the surcharge
abolition, working on & number of points
of attack from backbenchers to ministers,”
IFSA chief executive officer Richard Gilbert
BHVE.

“It's one of those things that you don't
talk about during the course of the process
but you can talk about it afterwards.”

Measuring the success of lobbyists is like
trying to ascertain who is responsible for
a strong economy: everyone takes credit
for success. So ultimately, lobbyists have to
prove their worth to their members,

[FSA provides evidence of its worth to its
members through CEO breakfasts coupled
with more traditional avenues such as email
updates,

“Every six weeks [ talk with captains of
our industry to tell them precisely what
we are doing in Canberra and how we are
doing it. The CEOs [ don’t see | go and seek
out. They get visits from me,” Gilbert says.

While Gilbert is hardly shy in front of the
camera - or among dictaphones - he under-
stands it is policy wins that keep his group
in business, and member satisfaction that
pays the bills,

"A lot of the work has been unheralded
work. 1 just don't think you win public
policy necessarily all the time by doing it

in the media; you don't do it on the front
page of IFA. It's a more subtle process than
that, winning hearts and minds of people,”
he says.

“l ean’t control the public debate, but I can
control the debate between our members
and ourself and the Government.”

Even though controlling the debate may
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chair Garry Weaven called into question the
report's warth by claiming the comparisons
were Mawed and skewed favourably towards
retail funds.

While Gilbert says he is surprised the
fees report received so much criticism,
he admits its credibility is of significant
impartance.

They were trying to get an appropriate fee

disclosure arrangement in place as something

the industry would adopt as a standard rather

than now being forced by a regulator to do that.
Unfortunately they couldn’t bring IFSA to the table =

produce good outcomes for IFSA's predomi-
nantly commercial fund member base,
FuturePlus chief executive Brett Westbrook
believes the lobby group is guilty of acting
in the immediate interests of its membars
at the expense of creating a stronger
industry.

“We're a member of the [Association of

Superannuation Funds of Australia (ASFA)],
we're not a member of IFSA,” Westbhrook
SAYS.
“1 think ASFA is trying to do its part in
this discussion, and I know that when they
have a number of competing stakeholder
interests I know they are very concerned
about public interest.

“They were trying to get an appropri-
ate fee disclosure arrangement in place as
something the industry would adopt as a
standard rather than now being forced by
a regulator to do that. Unfortunately they
couldn’t bring IFSA to the table.”

Although Gilbert is quick to point out
IFSA has industry fund members, it would
be misleading to present the group as a
financial services lobbyist concerned equal-
ly for all types of funds,

Condemnation rained down on IFSA from
the industry fund sector in March after
a commissioned Rice Walker Actuaries
fees comparison report claimed there were
almost identical costs attached to retail
corporate super master trusts and industry
funds. .

Industry Fund Serviees' (IFS) outspoken

- Brett Westbrook, FuturePlus

“That's the same report we have been
putting out since 1998, There's been three
or four of those, so it seems strange to me
that suddenly there's debate on it, and [ am
gtill at odds to know what the debate is”
he says.

“When [Rice Walker principal Michael
Rice] comes back next time to do one, if
we have him again, he'll say ‘well, Richard,
we took a battering on credibility because
of the [comparisons] element. But gee we
didn't get any eriticism on volumes one and
two”

Contrary to industry and retail fund rhet-
oric, commissioned reports - including the
initial ill-fated industry fund advertising
campaign - are forms of lobbying designed
to form the basis of future conversations,
research and media reports.

With choice of fund dominating the scene
at the moment, there is no evidence of a
glowdown of research releases designed
to sway, directly and indirectly, consum-
ers and industry participants. This leaves
groups such as [FS and IFSA to lobby on
two fronts: the broad promotion of financial
services as an industry and the competing
interests within that industry,

“IFSA has rolled out a whole lot of materi-
als to help [consumers] make choices and
we haven't been disoredited for doing that.
I've bean very careful about the research.
It's non-branded research, independent
research, but commissioned by us and we
admit that,” Gilbert says.
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To get around Canberra you don't need a
whole lot of formal meetings. There are a lot
of incidental meetings 2
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Not only are we making submissions from
the FPA, increasingly the FPA is being invited
to make submissions whether it is by Treasury

or the tax office ??
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