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	The BCA has initiated debate on the format and the very existence of the AGM, writes Eli Greenblat.
The Business Council of Australia has commissioned an investigation into the usefulness of annual meetings, sending agents to a number of recent AGMs to report on the exchange between boards and shareholders. 

It follows a highly controversial discussion paper released by the BCA in the lead-up to this year's AGM season that suggested innovations in communication and technology meant the traditional meeting model could be reworked or even abolished. 

The BCA's general manager of government and regulatory affairs, Steven Munchenberg, told The Weekend AFR the influential pressure group had the "taste for reform" of the issue and would continue to promote discussion. 

But Charles Goode, one of the nation's most respected public company chairmen, at the helm of companies such as Woodside Petroleum and ANZ Bank, says that while he is working on ways to improve the structure of AGMs, they are still worthwhile. 

Goode says he relies more on correspondence between his office and investors before a meeting, enabling him to provide feedback to shareholders during the chairman's address. 

"Chairmen and boards are seeking to make the annual meetings more relevant by asking shareholders ahead of time to write in with questions," he says, "and I think you'll see more chairmen, in addition to taking questions from the floor, saying 'shareholders have written in raising 40-100 different questions and out of that I have distilled six to seven areas of general interest'." 

Certainly that was the case at Telstra's AGM this year, when new chairman Donald McGauchie spent more than an hour answering questions sent in by shareholders. 

But some argue there need to be more concrete changes. Dispatches from some company meetings held in the past month show why AGMs are increasingly viewed by many in the investment and business communities as a waste of time. 

Solomon Lew's Premier Investments set a new record when its AGM only lasted three minutes any shareholder who trotted off to the toilet would have missed the entire meeting while at the other end of the spectrum shareholders in Foster's and Brambles sat through lengthy presentations from chairmen and CEOs. 

Telstra's annual gathering also attracted the usual angry unionists and grandstanders, while Coles Myer's John Fletcher was hit with the perennial "my local Coles supermarket is dirty/expensive/staffed with rude employees" questions from the floor. 

Munchenberg says anecdotal evidence from this year's AGM season suggests a greater presence at meetings by special interest groups such as unions. 

BlueScope Steel provided the best example of this when the Australian Workers' Union placed five motions on the agenda linked to directors' and executives' pay structure and tenure. 

"We've had the whole AWU thing at BlueScope Steel . . . and I suppose one of the things we are concerned about is if the unions and other interest groups are going to start using some of the rights that are for shareholders to pursue industrial relations or other particular issues," he says. 

The BCA's latest investigation into the meeting process has been outsourced to a specialist firm, which is expected to report back to the group by the end of the year. 

"We've got a taste for reform in this area," Munchenberg says. "We've already put something out to generate discussion, which it has seemed to have done, and we'd like to see this encouraging companies to think for themselves how can they communicate better with shareholders not just in AGMs but throughout the year." 

Katherine Teh-White, managing director of communications firm futureye, says AGMs are the hottest issue for stakeholder communications today. 

"AGMs as they are anachronistic. But don't kill them off, make them more relevant. Make people want to come by ensuring they are not a public show of how good company directors can be at ignoring stakeholder concerns," Teh-White says. 

"Boards need to hear what's important from the perspective of stakeholders, of which shareholders are an important group," she says. 

"AGMs haven't been used this way in the past, they've been ways for shareholders to raise issues but boards generally responded by denying or defending their current approach. This has to change." 

The Australian Shareholders Association is a staunch defender of the AGM but agrees improvements can be made in the way they are run. 

ASA chairman John Curry says his members held negotiations with chairmen of blue-chip companies this year before the AGM to discuss areas of concern to shareholders. 

Curry says the ASA would like to see greater involvement from superannuation funds and institutions at AGMs but believes they self-censored because of commercial realities. 

Michael Anderson, director of Australian equities at AMP Capital Investors, says his team play an active role in AGMs and the related area of corporate governance. 

He says some of the issues during this year's season that concerned AMP Capital Investors included the rapid increase in payouts to non-executive directors. 

Goode has sat through more AGMs than most. As chairman of Woodside, ANZ, Australian United Investment and Diversified United Investment, he views the AGM as a cornerstone of good governance. 

But that doesn't mean it's not open to abuse. 

"They sometimes can be hijacked or dominated by a few shareholders who have particular axes to grind . . . but it's a matter of how to make it more relevant to those attending," he says. 

"But I suppose that's part and parcel of an open democratic society they can make the legitimate argument that the way a company positions itself in the community is of interest to shareholders and they are asking questions about that company's policies in a particular area."


