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1. Introduction 
Master Grocers Australia (MGA) represents the nation’s independent grocery, liquor, and 
hardware retailers. Our members operate thousands of stores, employing tens of thousands of 
Australians. These businesses are critical to local communities, particularly in regional areas, 
and play a vital role in maintaining competition and consumer choice in the retail market. 
 
Independent retailers face unique challenges due to their smaller scale and tighter margins. 
Regulatory fragmentation across states and territories imposes unnecessary costs, diverts 
resources from innovation and growth, and limits the sector’s productivity potential. 
Inconsistent approaches to licensing, planning, food safety, and other compliance frameworks 
make it harder for retailers to operate efficiently. Issues like payroll tax, workers’ compensation, 
and long service leave add further layers of complexity for multi-state businesses. 
 
This submission highlights the principles and mechanisms for regulatory harmonisation, 
outlines its benefits for productivity, and demonstrates the proactive role MGA can play in 
driving reform. 

2. The Productivity Cost of Fragmented Regulations 
Australia’s federal structure has led to significant variations in how core laws and regulations 
are designed and implemented. While most states aim to achieve similar policy outcomes—
ensuring consumer safety, law and order, regulating alcohol and tobacco sales, worker rights 
and managing business obligations—the differences in approach create inefficiencies and 
other unintended consequences. 
 
For independent retailers, these inefficiencies and issues manifest as: 
-Transmission of anti-social and criminal conduct from states with more robust criminal legal 
frameworks to those which have weaker arrangements. 
-Duplicated compliance obligations: Separate licences, training certifications, and renewal 
processes for each state. 
- Administrative overheads: Increased legal and reporting costs, taking resources away from 
investment in technology, customer service, and staff development. 
- Barriers to expansion and innovation: Entering a new jurisdiction often means navigating a 
completely different regulatory environment, which can deter business growth. 
- Competitive imbalance: Larger national chains can absorb these compliance costs through 
centralised systems, while independent businesses bear a disproportionate burden. 

3. Key Areas of Fragmentation 
Laws relating to law and order 
Some jurisdictions have introduced laws to address established and emerging criminal issues 
that adversely affect retailers—such as measures targeting the illicit tobacco market or youth 
crime. However, inconsistencies between state laws allow these criminal activities to shift to 
jurisdictions with less robust regulations, unfairly penalising independent retailers in those 
areas. Harmonising criminal laws aimed at protecting retailers would ensure these issues are 
addressed comprehensively, rather than being displaced to weaker jurisdictions. 
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Licensing and Food Safety 
Variations in liquor and tobacco licensing schemes—application processes, fees, signage 
requirements, and responsible service training—add unnecessary complexity. Food safety 
compliance, although underpinned by the national Food Standards Code, is implemented 
differently across jurisdictions, requiring duplicative audits and training programs for multi-state 
operators. 
 
Planning and Competition 
Differences in zoning regulations and development approval processes can create competitive 
distortions. These inconsistencies often favour large corporations that have the legal and 
financial capacity to manage complex planning requirements, while independents face delays 
and costs that discourage investment. 
 
Payroll Tax, Workers’ Compensation, and Long Service Leave 
Variation across states adds significant administrative effort. Retailers operating in multiple 
jurisdictions (such as in ‘border towns’) must navigate different payroll tax thresholds and rates, 
workers’ compensation premiums and claims processes, and long service leave accrual rules. 
A more harmonised approach would simplify workforce management without undermining 
worker protections. 
 
Environmental and Product Standards 
State-based packaging bans, container deposit schemes, and recycling initiatives, though 
important for sustainability, are rolled out with differing rules and timelines. This forces 
suppliers and retailers to manage multiple processes, adding to costs and inefficiency. 

4. Benefits of Harmonisation 
A consistent national framework across these areas would deliver major economic benefits: 
- Improved productivity: Businesses could standardise compliance systems, freeing up 
resources for growth and innovation. 
- Stronger competition: A level playing field would reduce compliance advantages for larger 
chains and enhance consumer choice. 
- Government efficiency: Less duplication across jurisdictions allows for greater efficiency of 
resources at all levels of government, reducing taxpayer burden. 
- Reduced costs: Administrative savings from simplified payroll tax, licensing, and compliance 
processes would flow through to lower prices and improved services for consumers. 
- Greater economic resilience: National consistency would allow retailers to adapt quickly to 
disruptions or policy changes. 
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5. Pathways to Reform 
MGA recommends a coordinated and practical approach: 
1. National Coordination: Establish a National Cabinet-led working group to identify and align 
high-impact regulatory areas. 
2. Model Laws and Mutual Recognition: Adopt consistent standards with automatic recognition 
across states. 
3. Harmonised Planning Frameworks: Align planning, zoning, and development approval 
processes to encourage competition and investment, with arrangements that support and 
encourage the establishment and sustainability of independent retailers. 
4. Digital Compliance Platforms: Create centralised national online portals for licensing, 
reporting, and certification, simplifying interactions between business and government. 
5. Regular Review: Commit to ongoing audits of regulatory differences to remove unnecessary 
inconsistencies. 
6. Industry Consultation: Engage MGA to ensure reforms are practical and beneficial for 
independent retailers. 

6. The Role of Master Grocers Australia 
MGA is well placed to support this reform agenda by: 
- Providing direct insight into the compliance challenges faced by independent retailers. 
- Contributing to the development of harmonised frameworks that balance consumer 
protections with reduced administrative burden. 
- Supporting the transition to new national standards by distributing compliance resources to 
members. 
 
Our sector is an essential contributor to employment, competition, and economic diversity. 
With a more consistent regulatory environment, independent retailers could invest more 
confidently in innovation, digital transformation, consumer experience and workforce 
development. 

7. Conclusion 
Regulatory fragmentation across Australia is a drag on productivity, competitiveness and 
business sustainability. Variations in licensing, planning, food safety, payroll tax, and other 
frameworks impose unnecessary costs on independent retailers, diverting resources from 
growth and innovation. Harmonisation would reduce red tape, strengthen competition, and 
enable retailers to deliver better outcomes for consumers and the economy. 
 
Master Grocers Australia urges all Australian jurisdictions to prioritise harmonisation as a key 
productivity measure. We stand ready to work with all levels of government to design and 
implement practical, nationally consistent reforms that strengthen the independent retail 
sector and support Australia’s economic growth. 

 


