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Australia’s productivity crisis and cost-of-living pressures stem from four decades of

unchecked wealth concentration, with the top 10% of households now controlling 44% of
the nation’s wealth. As Treasurer Jim Chalmers prepares for a national productivity
roundtable, economists warn that “rent-seeking” behavior — where wealth grows through
asset speculation rather than productive investment — has hollowed out economic
dynamism. This concentration leaves ordinary Australians struggling with stagnant wages

while paying ever-higher prices for essentials.
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The post-war era of shared prosperity has dramatically reversed, with the richest 200
Australians nearly tripling their wealth since 2000. French economist Thomas Piketty’s
research confirms market economies naturally concentrate wealth when returns on assets
outpace wage growth — a trend accelerated by crises like the 2008 financial crash and
COVID-19 pandemic. As middle-class purchasing power erodes, consumer spending —
which drives 60-/70% of advanced economies — falters, creating a dangerous demand spiral

that weakens businesses and government revenues alike.

Political responses remain woefully inadequate. While Chalmers signals openness to tax
reform, Treasury’s conservative approach avoids confronting wealth concentration directly.
The rise of Al threatens to exacerbate inequality further by displacing knowledge workers
and decoupling productivity from labor income. Without intervention, Australia risks
following other advanced economies into social instability as inequality fuels populism

erodes institutional trust.

Solutions require bold rethinking beyond “neoliberalism lite.” Sovereign
wealth funds like Norway’s could redirect economic returns toward broad
prosperity, while job guarantee schemes might counter Al-driven
unemployment. As Chalmers acknowledges, reforming wealth
concentration isn’t just progressive policy, it may be essential to
salvaging Australia’s economic future. The upcoming productivity
roundtable must address this systemic risk head-on, before inequality

undermines the foundations of growth altogether.
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