23 November 1999

The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education

References Committee

S1.61 Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

Dear Mr Carter

Re:
Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational Education and Training in Australia
On 27 September you invited submissions to the above inquiry.  Please find attached a joint submission from the following national industry training advisory bodies (ITABs) and recognised bodies:


Australian Drilling Industry Training Committee


Australian Light Manufacturing ITAB


Manufacturing Learning Australia


National Utilities and Electrotechnology ITAB


Transport and Distribution Training Australia.

We are happy to provide any information, including verbal testimony, that the committee may require in support of this submission.  We are also able to provide, given sufficient notice, direct testimony from employers in our industry groupings who are participating in the new national training system (often for the first time) regarding the benefits for enterprises and workers that this entails.

Please contact the undersigned in the first instance.

Yours sincerely

Jeremy Gilling

Executive Officer

Manufacturing Learning Australia
Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business

and Education References Committee

Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational Education and Training

in Australia
Submission by

Australian Drilling Industry Training Committee

Australian Light Manufacturing ITAB

Manufacturing Learning Australia

National Utilities and Electrotechnology ITAB

Transport and Distribution Training Australia
1
Introduction
There are at present 28 national industry training advisory bodies (ITABs) and similar organisations (known as Arecognised bodies@) covering the full spectrum of Australian industries.  This submission is lodged jointly by five of these bodies, as listed above.  Contact details for these bodies, together with details of our occupational and industry coverage, are supplied in the attachment to this submission.

ITABs and recognised bodies have three primary responsibilities:

$
to develop national Training Packages and support materials for the delivery within the national framework of structured, accredited qualifications and training to the industry and occupational areas that we cover

$
to promote to industry the benefits of training and qualifications within the national framework, and

$
to provide advice to government, for resource allocation and other purposes, on the training needs and priorities of the industries we cover.

Although the bodies which are signatories to this submission cover fairly diverse industry areas, we do share a common perspective on the issues that your inquiry is addressing.  This common perspective reflects in large part the similarity in training needs of the workers and enterprises within our respective industries:

$
the historical neglect of our non-trades workforces= skills development by the publicly funded vocational education and training (VET) system, that is only quite recently being redressed

$
consequently, a very low qualifications profile among our operational workforces, and denial of the benefits of formal skills recognition and portability of qualifications that have always been enjoyed by, for example, the traditional trades

$
a widespread recognition that, in the context of intense international competition and the winding back of industry protection, our industries= medium term survival prospects depend crucially on building the stock of workforce skills and qualifications.

2
Our submission
We welcome the opportunity to present this submission to the inquiry.  Not only do the terms of reference overlap substantially with our primary responsibilities (as outlined above); we are also, as noted in the preamble to the terms of reference, Aintegral to the structure of the new national framework@ and the medium for the Adirect role of industry@ in the framework.

It is only over the past few weeks or months that the new national Training Packages for our industries have been developed and/or implemented at the State/Territory level.  The new national framework has not yet reached substantial areas of Australian industry.  Even where Training Packages have been developed and implemented, their uptake is for the most part still in its infancy.

Therefore, although we recognise that serious questions have been raised regarding Athe capacity [of the new structure] to deliver quality training@, the substance of our submission is that, at least so far as our industries are concerned, it is far too early to say whether or not Athe new structure@ is working effectively to deliver Aquality training@ and Arelevant outcomes@.

Indeed, we would argue that one of our key objectives as national industry bodies over the ensuing months is to determine precisely this - whether the system is working for our industries, and what needs to be done to ensure that it does.

3
The new national structure
As indicated above, we strongly believe that reform of the previous national VET system was necessary and overdue.  There are in the new structure a number of compelling positive features that need to be kept to the forefront in the course of the current debate:

$
it is truly national, and is endorsed by all national, State and Territory Ministers with responsibility for VET

$
it is genuinely industry driven - far more so than the previous system, and arguably more so than in most other countries

$
under the new system, substantial funding and resources are directed to industries and regions that previously enjoyed little such support

$
in particular, the benefits of structured training are extended to many hundreds of thousands of people who were effectively denied such opportunities in the past

-
including individual trainees and smaller enterprises, especially those with specific workplace needs under language and literacy, access and equity, or on-the-job training and skills recognition.

There are on the other hand a number of points of concern that we would ask the committee to examine and report on.  These relate primarily to the principal public VET provider, the TAFE systems in the various States and Territories.  We recognise and acknowledge the major public investment over many decades in TAFE infrastructure and resources, and the TAFE systems= solid and impressive achievements in many areas.  However, we are concerned at

$
the impact of an ageing TAFE teaching workforce (as highlighted in a number of recent reports), and the increasing reliance on casual teaching staff

$
the extent to which - with honourable exceptions - TAFE colleges remain wedded to traditional modes of training delivery, and their unwillingness to move beyond their Acomfort zones@ and deliver to the areas covered by the new Training Packages

$
their occasional reluctance and tardiness in responding to new national and industry priorities.

We hope that the inquiry will devote a substantial part of its deliberations to examining why it is that parts of the TAFE system have not fully come to terms with the new structure and are still falling short in delivering to the new priorities.  In particular, we would ask the committee to examine

$
whether sufficient resources are being allocated to the newer areas covered by Training Packages

$
whether the system is too driven by income generation at the expense of access and quality imperatives, and whether this is forcing enterprises (particularly smaller companies) away from the national system

$
if so, whether actual and/or potential stakeholder conflicts of interest - for example, the often murky demarcations between New Apprenticeship Centres, Group Training Companies, Registered Training Organisations and Regional Consultative Committees - are contributing to this excessive focus on income generation (and to the alleged Arorts@ that have led to this inquiry)

$
whether some of the problems in the national system can be traced to the administration of the State Training Authorities and in particular to the lack of consistency between States and Territories.

4
The inquiry
There are seven major and a large number of subsidiary terms of reference for this inquiry.  We are responding only to those which are germane to us.

Term (a) (i)

Resource allocation across the VET sector and within program priorities
As noted below (see terms (e) (i) and (e) (ii)), we maintain that there is - and has been for some years - a misallocation of VET resources in favour of new entrants to the workforce at the expense of longstanding existing workers.  In our industries, this latter group are doubly disadvantaged - not only by their past lack of access to public VET funding, but also by the threat to their job security posed by technological change and the spread of casual employment arrangements through outsourcing and the proliferation of Abody hire@ companies.

More broadly, enhanced skill requirements flowing from workplace and technological change (and much greater legislative and community obligations in the areas of health, safety and the environment) mean that in our industries the often ad hoc training arrangements of past years are wholly inadequate for today=s workplace needs.  Language and literacy requirements, for example, are very much more stringent and pressing.

Term (a) (ii)

Demographic distribution and equity of structured training opportunities
We share the committee=s concern to ensure distributional equity in structured training opportunities.  We would argue in this context that the critical equity considerations relate to existing workers (see above), especially those whose access to such training opportunities is further jeopardised by thin training markets in regional areas, or by shiftwork, high job mobility and the spread of casualisation.

Indeed, it is precisely these workers whose job security is most at risk from such labour market vagaries, and for whom nationally recognised, portable credentials offer a potential lifeline.  We would argue that there is a compelling case on the grounds of equity for extending, rather than curtailing, their stake in the national VET system.

A critical factor in achieving demographic and occupational equity in training opportunities will be our success in persuading New Apprenticeship Centres (NACs) to promote training to the occupations and industries that our new Training Packages cover, rather than concentrating on the high volume, quick turnover areas (particularly in the service industries) that for many NACs have become their stock in trade.  We recognise that we still have a lot of work to do in this respect.

Term (a) (iv)
Obligations of industry and government
This is a crucial issue for our industries, who have in the past accepted virtually the entire cost and responsibility for training of their workforce.  As noted below (see term (e) (i)), we maintain that there is a strong case for the community (government) to shoulder the major cost share of VET delivery to our industries, since the community benefit far outweighs the benefits accruing to individuals and to employers.

Term (b) (i)

Quality of training outcomes
We certainly don=t shy away from rigorous scrutiny of publicly funded training delivery - we readily accept the need for full accountability in this respect.  However, as noted in section 2 of this submission, we would argue that for most of the industry areas we cover, it is still too early to tell whether Atraining outcomes are of diminishing quality@.

On the contrary, we would maintain that for the most part there is no yardstick in our industries by which to judge whether quality is improving or diminishing, simply because until quite recently there was no such training activity occurring.

Many enterprises and individuals in our industries are for the first time ever participating in structured training within the national framework, or are at least aware of the new system as something that may apply to them.

Term (b) (ii)

New apprenticeships and older people/existing workers
We strongly dispute the claim that, in our industries at least, Aolder people rather than younger people and new entrants to the workforce are the main beneficiaries of new apprenticeships@.  As noted above (see section 2), the implementation of Training Packages under the national framework is so recent that the historical injustice that older workers have experienced in relation to VET access has barely begun to be redressed.

Term (b) (iii)

Complexity of the system
There is certainly a widespread perception that Athe system is more rather than less complex@.  We contend that part of the reason for this perception is that marketing of the system to date has focussed on the production of generic materials (which have not always been enthusiastically taken up by industry).

In our view, better results would ensue from niche industry campaigns which took account of different industry cultures.  Certainly, the drivers for training are very different between, say, manufacturing (wastage, rework, downtime, safety) and retail (poor customer relations, high staff turnover).

ITABs would need to be closely involved for this sort of campaign strategy to succeed.

There is also no doubt that this industry perception is due in large part to the frequent changes to VET policy, guidelines and nomenclature (at both the national and State level) over recent years.  Even well informed industry people have difficulty in keeping pace with these changes.  For others, this represents a major deterrent to participating in the system.

We hope that this consideration is kept to the fore in the committee=s deliberations on whether the system should be subject to still further modifications.

Term (c) (i)-(iii)
Quality of training provision - providers
Enormous effort has been expended in ensuring that Training Packages meet industry needs and requirements.  Industry requires assurance that outcomes meet quality and consistency criteria.  Unfortunately, quality assurance arrangements differing substantially from State to State, and are neither clear nor transparent.  Industry concerns in this respect are understandable.

In our view, a comprehensive and properly funded professional development program to ensure that trainers and assessors have the skills to deliver effectively under the new system should be a major priority.

Term (c) (iv)-(vii)
Quality of training provision - on the job arrangements
We strongly support the trend towards on the job delivery, which is often the appropriate delivery mode for many of our enterprises (particularly smaller companies) and learners.  However, proper support for on the job learners is critical.  This means initial counselling in which the rights and responsibilities of both parties are spelled out, evaluation of the suitability of workplaces for on the job training, effective monitoring of the training, and rigorous evaluation of the outcomes.

The VET system should be equipped to provide all modes of delivery, efficiently and effectively, according to workplace and learner needs.

Term (d) (i)

Impact on quality and accessibility of VET in regional Australia
We share the committee=s concern to ensure the Aviability of TAFE, particularly in regional Australia@.  While we support the broad principle of user choice in VET provision as a means of optimising competition between providers, we recognise that a Auser pays@ model cannot take account of externalities such as thin markets in regional Australia without cross subsidies (such as block release, travel subsidies or the suspension of user choice in thin markets).

Indeed, our concerns in this regard extend beyond the TAFE system.  All Registered Training Organisations outside the major cities face the same penalties - doubly so if (as is often the case) they are catering to the special needs of the disabled or other disadvantaged groups.

In short, the AATM@ (or Ano country branches@) model will invariably short change regional areas.  Wholesale reliance on Adistance delivery@ modes is built on utterly unrealistic assumptions about the spread of, and people=s access to and comfort with, the supporting technology.  And even if these assumptions were well founded, such delivery and assessment modes will generally be second best in comparison to direct delivery.

Term (e) (i)

Provision of Commonwealth and State employers= subsidies and their effectiveness in meeting national VET needs
VET, like all education and training, benefits in some proportion the individual, the employer and the community.  Under the textbook funding model, the costs of VET would be apportioned accordingly.

We argue that in VET the community benefit is much larger than the other two categories.  The national imperative to augment our workforce skill and qualification profiles in order to protect and enhance our international competitiveness is well recognised (in, for example, ANTA=s national priorities, or the ANTA commissioned report, Work Skills and National Competitiveness [RB Cullen, 1998]).  Indeed, there is strong evidence across many of our industry areas of emerging skill shortages which, if not addressed, will significantly retard our competitiveness.

We also argue (see term (a) (i) and sections 1 and 3 of this submission) the case on equity grounds for extending the scope of national structured training arrangements to encompass operational workers in our industries who over past decades have effectively been denied such opportunities.

Term (e) (ii)

Inclusion of existing workers within the scope of employers= training subsidies
It follows from this that, certainly in the industries we represent, if we are to pay more than mere lip service to the principle of equitable access to such training opportunities, then existing workers must be accorded comparable treatment in training subsidy entitlement to new workforce or industry entrants.

Broadly speaking, workforce numbers in our industries are static or, in some parts, shrinking in the face of downsizing, and of workplace and technological change.  (In the drilling industry, workforce numbers fluctuate sharply in response to international commodity prices.)  If existing workers are denied eligibility for such subsidies, then the subsidy regime will (as in the past) be all but irrelevant to the non-trades areas in many of our industries.

Existing workers - who, as noted above, have by and large been denied the benefits of structured training in the past - should be explicitly targeted for such subsidies.  Indeed, a sound case can be made for the subsidy regime to recognise not just the cost of training but also of assessment and recognition, given their substantial stock of unrecognised workplace skills.

Term (f)

VET in schools
We strongly support the effective implementation of VET in schools, but believe this must be based on proper partnerships between schools, providers and industry, delivering industry relevant programs and appropriate competencies.

Our Training Packages have been developed to facilitate career pathways and school to work transition arrangements.

Term (g)

Consistency, validity and accessibility of statistical information on apprenticeship and traineeship activity levels
This is a source of ongoing concern to us.  We strongly believe - and it seems to be well recognised - that the current statistical collections are grossly inadequate in capturing either the scope or the scale of workplace training delivery, including delivery within the national framework.

It is very difficult to report on the effectiveness of the new national arrangements without complete and reliable data to this effect.  We earnestly hope that this problem will be effectively addressed through the enforcement of effective Registered Training Organisation activity reporting requirements.

5
Conclusion
The national framework which is the subject of this inquiry is the culmination of a decade of maturing VET policy and philosophy that has, broadly speaking, enjoyed bipartisan political support over the whole of this period, and has progressed through a gradual and coherent evolutionary process.

This bipartisan support has its counterpart in the support for the national system of the key stakeholders in the community: industries, employer and employee associations, providers and individual learners.  We would argue strongly that this non-partisan community support will be seriously jeopardised if an outcome of the Senate inquiry is a retreat from the political bipartisanship that has underpinned the development of the national framework.

The new national system represents an important and overdue reform to address longstanding inequities and rapidly changing circumstances.  In our industries in particular, achievements, even at this early stage, have been substantial and warmly welcomed by industry.  But it is still far too early to determine with any authority whether the system is delivering quality, cost-effective outcomes.  And the message from industry is clear and strong: further policy changes will seriously jeopardise their participation.

Enterprises will walk away from the national system in droves if the perception grows that the system is likely to be overhauled yet again, if industry leadership of the system is compromised through wholesale systemic changes, or if there is a threat of a substantial retreat from the national system towards the separate State based systems of past decades.

The ultimate losers from such an eventuality would be the hundreds of thousands of ordinary Australians whose skills development needs have for the first time been acknowledged and addressed through our current national VET system.

ATTACHMENT:
Contact and industry/occupational coverage details for ITABs and recognised bodies that are signatories to this submission
Australian Drilling Industry Training Committee
-
Virginia Hilliard, CEO,  (02) 9887 1077

Covers 15,000 to 25,000 drilling workers (the number fluctuates according to international commodity prices and other factors), in the following sectors:

$
oil, gas and geothermal drilling (onshore and offshore)

$
environmental drilling

$
water wells

$
blasthole

$
mineral exploration

$
geotechnical

$
seismic

$
foundation/construction drilling.

Australian Light Manufacturing ITAB
-
Sue Woodward, General Manager,  (03) 9348 1311

Covers over 200,000 workers employed in

$
manufacturing and installing domestic and commercial furniture

$
manufacturing soft furnishings

$
bed and mattress making

$
musical instrument making

$
picture framing

$
installation, finishing  and service of glass and floor coverings

$
textile production, including cotton ginning, early stage wool processing and textile production

$
clothing production and millinery

$
footwear production and repair

$
laundries and dry cleaning

$
canvas, rope and sail fabrication

$
hide, skin and leather processing

$
leather goods production.

Manufacturing Learning Australia
-
Jeremy Gilling, EO,  (02) 9264 9822

Covers around 170,000 workers employed in the

$
oil and gas extraction (Ahydrocarbons@)

$
petroleum refining

$
chemical and chemical product manufacturing

$
iron and steel manufacturing

$
plastic and rubber product manufacturing, and cablemaking

$
non-metallic mineral product (including clay, ceramics, cement, concrete and glass) manufacturing

industries.

National Utilities and Electrotechnology ITAB
-
Tony Palladino, CEO,  (02) 9290 2533

Covers over 300,000 workers employed in 

$
electrotechnology (around 250,000 people, including 20,000 in training at any one time)

$
electricity supply (35,000 people)

$
water (25,000 people)

$
gas (9000 people).

Transport and Distribution Training Australia
-
Gerard Langes, EO,  (03) 9320 4242

Covers 390,000 workers in

$
road transport

$
warehousing

$
bulk storage

$
stevedoring

$
rail transport

$
rail infrastructure

$
aviation.

This represents 4.5 per cent of the national workforce - but this area receives only 0.6 per cent of public training funds.  The proportion of workers without formal post-school qualifications is exceeded only in agriculture and in accommodation, cafes and restaurants.
