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The Secretary

Senate Employment Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee

S1.61

Parliament House 

Canberra  ACT  2600

Re:
Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational Education & Training in Australia.

It is noted that in the prelude to the terms of reference there is a description of the mechanism established to ensure the role of Industry in the processes through the Industry Training Advisory Board (ITAB) Network This has proven an extremely effective vehicle for the implementation of change and ITABs have become established as an effective two way communication mechanism and change agents at grass roots level.

Unfortunately with the advent of ANTA and the handing over of delegations to the various State/Territory Training Agencies there was a unilateral funding cut, (approximately 20% in the NT) and there has been no other increase in the Operating Support Grants to ITABs since that time. At the time of writing there is no indication of any additional support to cope with the imposition of the GST.

Single year funding cycles also make life extremely difficult in terms of planning and employment of staff. In fact in the NT there have been three funding agreements this year imposing an almost impossible burden on people trying to run a business.

This financial strangulation could be construed as a very effective means of slowing or regulating the flow of advice, information or the processes of reform in many industry sectors. This is particularly so in Rural and Remote Australia as the cost of doing any business in such a diverse market is extremely high and we have become constrained in how far we can get our message.

At the same time as these funds are being reduced the actual inputs from industry can be seen to be increasing. The only really measurable contribution is the time given freely to the conduct of Board business, input into development of Competency Standards, etc.. 

In 1994 the figure for this Board was estimated at $480,000, a more recent estimate in 1997 was around $760,000 and yet little or no recognition is given to this by any Government Agency.

It is necessary to emphasise the importance of this Industry input, as without it the system will break down. It would seem that some of the bureaucrats would prefer it to go away or to be a “rubber stamp” for their wishes. However, we can comment that this is certainly not the case with this Board and that all requests for advice or information are broadly canvassed to reflect the wishes of Industry.

Although this funding scenario is a highly negative comment to open from it is necessary to highlight the handicaps / impediments / constraints that the ITAB structure labours under. This is further complicated by the endless “reviews” (witch hunts) that ITABs are subjected to Nationally and at State and Territory Level.

However, apart from these issues we are very confident that the system does work. In six and a half years of operation in the NT this Board has been able to change a culture within Industry to acceptance of Training as a means to... improve productivity; develop staff loyalty through improved retention; development of structured career paths; recognition of the high level of skills possessed by Industry; and produced record numbers of trainees in our sector. 

We have also been influential in bringing about changes to RTOs delivery patterns, combining flexibility and relevance to the work place. We have also assisted in the development of two Enterprise based RTOs, the first in Agriculture in Australia and have over sighted the smooth and successful introduction of the National Training Packages for Agriculture and Horticulture.

Don’t ever let it be said that the Industry Training Advisory Network does not work, particularly in the NT and/or Rural Australia. It is important that this Committee appreciates the Network arrangements achieved through RTCA and the States and doesn’t assess our performance on the non-performance of other ITABs.

Responses below will be numbered in accordance with the Terms of Reference. They are to be interpreted in relation to the sphere of activity covered by this Board unless otherwise stated.

Yours faithfully,

Bob Flanagan,

Chairman

12th November 1999

RESPONSE TO THE TERMS OF REFERENCE

a) The development of National Training Packages to support the implementation of New Apprenticeships has been a major initiative in strengthening industry participation in structured training. The Agriculture package delivers far greater flexibility and choice to both employers and trainees and is well expected to provide a greater uptake of new entrants to the industry in the coming years. In the NT Levels II, III and IV have been declared as New Apprenticeships and the benefits of this career structure are already being enjoyed by Companies who report record return rates of staff seeking to progress through the levels.

(i) Opportunities exist for young people to enter the industry, for older workers to undertake retraining and develop new skills, for women to enter a non traditional occupation (currently recruiting a fairly high proportion of females) and for Aboriginal people in remote areas. Unfortunately the changes to Training for Aboriginal Program funding has restricted the uptake of training places by indigenous Australians. 

Current statistics in the NT Rural Industries show an uptake of 85% of Trainees under age 25 years.

b) (i)
Claims that the training outcomes are of diminishing quality 

are not valid with respect to our Industry. Most of the major Pastoral Companies have embraced the NTPs, developed skilled workplace trainers and assessors and strive to produce skills far in advance of the registered competency standards. 

There is a far greater commitment to, and ownership of, structured training in the workplace than ever before. It remains for the Public Providers to establish their credentials with the people in industry if they are to participate in a key role. At present it would appear that most of the complaints are coming from Providers who are too inflexible to adjust to a new way – perhaps they are worried that they may be assessed on outcomes rather than enjoying the luxury of inputs only as a measurement of their performance.

(ii) As cited above 85% of trainees in our industry are aged under 25. This would suggest that young people are the major beneficiaries in the NT. 

(iii) The only part of the system that is more complex than in the past is still the requirement of the State Training Agencies to pursue an endless paper trail. This organisation has been extremely active and successful in the promotion, marketing and support of employers and trainees inside the system. As participants in the Rural NETTFORCE operations, the Contracted Entry Level Training Agency trial for the NT and more recently as a member of the consortium delivering the New Apprenticeship Centre services to the NT (under the original NAC contract). 

Over the last six years we have been able to raise the numbers of Trainees from around 15 per year (when Group Training Companies were afforded a monopoly in the Cattle Sector) to over 100 every year, our best performance being 157 in 1997. We have, throughout this period, developed a relationship with industry that has enabled us to shelter them from the red tape and has encouraged them to participate rather than to give up in frustration. 

Sadly all of this work has been wasted, as the second round of NAC tenders was not awarded to our consortium. An agency that has failed to deliver to the Rural sector of the NT in the past has been awarded the work under a contract that only requires 40 places in rural and remote NT including industries such as mining, fishing, agriculture and horticulture. This has the potential to drive the numbers down to the previously low levels and this Board would not be in a position to resurrect the system in another three years. One mine could employ that number of New Apprentices and the NAC Contractor would have no other requirement to provide any service outside the cities and towns of the NT.

(iv) We would also argue that the system in our area of coverage is not being driven by the financial incentives but rather by an emerging appreciation of the benefits that flow from a trained, skilled workforce. If the financial incentives were higher we would no doubt produce a higher level of contracts of training.

(c) It is the view of certain members of this Board that the term “Private 

Providers” is something of an oxymoron. It is hard to conceive how a profit-making organisation can deliver the highest quality outcome for the Public dollar. There have been certain instances of success, more from the competition they have produced than actual outcomes for individuals, but these are few and far between. Aboriginal Communities in particular have fallen victim to some very unscrupulous operators who effectively deliver no training at all and the net result is no skills transfer at all.

Now the Commonwealth and NT Governments have combined to out-source the whole New Apprenticeship system to one of these agencies. A group training company that is an employer and a private provider will now be responsible for approving its own workplace arrangements, assessing its own quality and issuing its own qualifications whilst administering all of the financial benefits to itself. I know of no Group Training Company that passes on the benefits of the Commonwealth financial incentives to host employers.

(i) As mentioned above there does not appear to be an adequate

commitment from the State Training Authorities to ensuring the audit arrangements are appropriate or that the outcomes claimed meet the Standards set by Industry. The decision by a number of STAs to outsource this function allows too much variation in assessing where or what level the standard really is and results in encouraging mediocrity rather than excellence.

Given the scenario in the NT, as outlined above, we would not anticipate any increase in the quality of outcomes or the numbers in training. The NAC contract only requires 40 commencements per annum in the group covered by fishing, mining, forrestry, agriculture and horticulture. This could be gained from one or two mines alone and there is no reason for a profit motivated body to ‘waste’ resources servicing other rural and remote clients.

(ii) There is a danger in the inadequacy of these audits by the

home State in respect of ‘mutual recognition’. Who carries the burden of proof when an agency is deemed to not meet the standards in some State other than where the initial registration is granted? Who will be prepared to undertake “audit” functions for agencies operating under mutual recognition when there is no funding to perform that role?

The ITABs Network would be an ideal agency to ensure this is carried out, but there are many hidden costs such as maintenance of data bases, potential litigation, etc., etc..

(iii)
The level and quality of VET is not an area we can comment 

on in any detail. However, the observation should be made here that the controls for VET in Schools have again largely ignored the needs of indigenous Australians, particularly those residing in a traditional or remote community situation. The assumption that people should be at Years 11 or 12 immediately disenfranchises people who don’t even have access to Secondary education.

(iv)
  There is still a dearth of trained/skilled workplace trainers 

and assessors throughout Australia in all industries. The performance of the former DEETYA in marketing this training and making it available throughout Australia some years ago was appalling and most rural and remote employers did not even know these processes were available. 

The Rural Training Council of Australia has attempted to address some of these needs through the production of some useful learning materials. However, they are never as effective as the interaction gained from being in a group. 

Several of the larger Agricultural Companies have addressed these issues within their own organisations and at their own expense but another round of publicly funded training would be timely.

We are extremely disappointed that the New Apprenticeship Centre arrangements nationally are rated as extremely poor. We have had an arrangement in the NT where we were able to ensure some quality of service to our industry. However that has changed and so to has the use of DETYAs “Educative Services” funding. This funding has allowed the operation of a national agency known as Rural Skills Australia to support and assist NACs in rural and remote Australia, all to very little gain. The NT was excluded from these arrangements due to our involvement with the NAC consortium, but we continued to work very closely with this Agency. The pathetic reduction in funding for these Educative services will not enable us to resume this activity in the NT and we are further handicapped via the loss of funding for ASTF and the School Industry Linkages Program. The question remains WHO WILL DELIVER TO THE BUSH?

Monitoring arrangements via the STAs of on-the-job training has been nothing short of appalling with no support for the employer or the trainee other than what has been provided through this Board. However, with the outsourcing of this function from NTETA and the lack of support to this organisation this assistance provided by us will disappear. Any new agency will not have the commitment or the ability to deliver the type of support and service we have delivered in the past. 

There is a huge argument to support the expansion of Educative Services such as Rural Skills Australia several fold. In the NT the actual cost of servicing Agriculture and Horticulture in Aboriginal Communities would be as high as $500,000 per year if the job was to be done properly. 

No one is willing to provide that level of support for a potential two or three hundred trainees yet that is what is required. Instead, with outsourcing to profit driven organisations the hardest to service will be the first to be ignored.

(v) Again confining comments to the Agriculture/ Horticulture 

arena the range of work and facilities existing in the majority of enterprises are suitable for large amounts of training to be delivered in the workplace – many through a combination of on and off job training, but still in the workplace. 

This produces benefits to STAs through savings in the cost of travel to attend block or day release, enables employers to schedule training to meet operational needs, permits training to be made more relevant to daily, seasonal operations, etc.. It remains for the RTOs to accept that this can be done, to come out of their sheltered cocoons and make this a reality. 

Through fostering partnerships with people in the industry the RTOs should be able to perform more of a monitoring and assessment role than actual skills transfer, which they have not been very successful at in the past. There is a new era waiting for those RTOs with the courage to accept these challenges.

(vi)
As above, if RTOs work at their relationship with industry 

operators the competencies laid down in our NTPs are readily attainable. There has to be an acceptance by RTOs that industry can and will provide much of the skills transfer if they are willing to play an appropriate role in supporting Australia’s farmers.

(vii) Figures obtained from NTETA for 1 Jan. 1999 –31 July 1999 reveal a 10% withdrawal from Level II trainees in our Industries. This is far lower than most sectors and reflects a growing satisfaction with the new system in Agriculture in the NT, largely brought about through our ability to provide 1:1 support for employers and trainees.

Through the cultural shift referred to above we are conquering some of these problems. However, as various functions are outsourced to other agencies we will find it difficult to maintain this success, as it is largely the result of mutual trust between our industry providers and our staff. It is not expected that other agencies will make the effort or be as well accepted within the industry – put simply industry feel they are a part of our organisation because all (employers and trainees/employees) are members of this Boards constituency.

(d) Generally the policy of growth through efficiencies and user choice have been restrictive rather than creative. There has been a reticence to introduce new initiatives because the old growth funding was no longer available and RTOs are not willing to shed traditional courses. It has been the burden carried by the ITAB Network to bring about these shifts within their respective profiles. This has created tension between RTOs and ITABs and even STAs and has done little to achieve a co-operative approach to the implementation of NTPs.

In the NT the issue of user choice has had little impact because of the very thin markets. However, our policy of encouraging the development of enterprise providers has assisted in making the RTOs look beyond there fence line. More support is needed in this area to keep them responding.

(i)
The viability of TAFE in the remote areas of the NT has 

diminished due to the drying up of funds for Aboriginal specific courses. However, if they were to accept and understand the benefits afforded under the NTPs for flexibility and varied delivery mechanisms their viability could be greatly enhanced. We believe this could be translated across Australia as the TAFE system can make itself more relevant to industry if it tries.

(ii)
The big question with the quality of structured training is 

whether we have sacrificed the “E” in VET for a mediocre set of skills. Much of the entry-level training being offered today’s no education component as such. However, the Providers still have to make their offerings relevant to people in employment desirous of higher skills and knowledge. If they do not make their offering relevant they will not attract potential students.

(iii) The poor old teachers, about time someone thought about 


them in the overall equation. They have been subjected to

horror stories regarding the implementation of NTPs by their masters who are scared of being assessed against outcomes rather than justifying their existence with enormous inputs. However, many of the teachers are willing to get out and mix it with industry, to get dirt under their fingernails and are able to produce excellent results. They have to be encouraged from within the system to do so and to be rewarded for it.

(iv) No comment

(v) No comment

(vi) Someone has let TAFE set charges against students under Contracts of Training. This was never the intent of the off-the-job component to our knowledge. It is bad enough that a New Aprentice pays their own way by accepting a lower wage without the added imposition of hourly fees, amenity fees, etc.. This is a great disincentive to young people entering contracts and may be a major contribution to the high withdrawal rate.

(e) As a general overview we would suggest that the current employer subsidies are almost right. Many small operators would argue that they should be higher and all Aboriginal Communities would argue that they are insufficient. It could be suggested that subsidies should increase with distance from the off-the-job provider as employers and trainees will be called upon to do more in-house and there is little incentive for the employer to do this while the Government still funds an off-the-job provider.

The solution may lie in the total amount of dollars being negotiated between employer and RTO via an independent agency such as an ITAB. This can be seen in some of the NZ approach to industry training and it may be about time we learnt from their experience.

(i) as in general comment above but with some consideration given to a higher rate for small business and those remote from RTOs.

(ii) The broadening to cater for some existing workers has seen a strong uptake of new apprenticeships at Level III and we would expect to see Level IV emerge over the next few years. This establishes a career path for new employees and provides an incentive for older workers to seek recognition for skills already possessed. This is the single most important change to flow through the system. However, it is dependant upon RTOs accepting a valid role for Recognition of Current Competence and administering fair assessments to make it work.

(iii) These have all become very grey areas with outsourcing of some functions to RTOs, some to private agencies, some not at all and some not understanding what happens on the ground.

  There is no National consistency from State agencies, the one stop shop concept was rolled by individuals protecting empires they should not have possessed and in the NT we are currently threatened with a return to the Dark Ages. 

  A new National model will need to be imposed upon the States if the system is to be successful. Living and working in an area where an industry sector has common interests across three State boundaries such as the Northern Beef Cattle Industry life is an absolute misery. Three sets of VET rules, three administrative bodies for contracts of training and three sets of Industrial legislation doesn’t help at all. Add to this confusion the myriad of paper work generated by all and each of the agencies involved and it is very easy to understand why industry walk away. Given the new NAC arrangements for the NT this industry will be the first to leave the system behind.

(f)
VET in Schools is important to the rural sectors of the NT but they 

are a long way from making it an institution. Mainly because of distances and access to structured workplace learning, but also largely due to an apparent non-commitment from the NT Education Department. The moderate successes to date have largely been brought about through the efforts of a number of agencies supported from ASTF funding. As this funding diminishes the scope for new programs to come on line is restricted, successful agencies are becoming disheartened and much of the industry ownership is being lost. The Aboriginal issues have been mentioned earlier and will still rely on Departmental changes to ever have a chance to rise to prominence.

(f) All published statistics relating to VET, particularly Traineeships, in

the Rural Industries in the NT are inaccurate, unreliable and worthless. Even in our own dealings with NTETA over the past twelve months we have encountered time lapses of as great as eight months between commencement and recording in the data base. If the new NAC Contractor does not maintain personal contact, instead relying on conventional mail (which has a twenty eight day turn around minimum), further confusion and delay will result in statistics becoming even more irrelevant.

A recent example (Oct. 1999) was a letter from NTETA to a Station notifying an enrolment of a Trainee for off-the-job training when she had terminated her traineeship in September 1997. Don’t place too much faith in any statistics tendered to this enquiry.


