SENATE INQUIRY INTO VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING IN AUSTRALIA

Submission By The Nursery Industry Association Of Australia

The Nursery Industry Association of Australia (NIAA) would like to give input into this inquiry. We are the national peak industry body for nursery, an industry that employs over 50,000 EFT people and has annual retail sales in excess of 3 billion.

NIAA has for some years been most interested in the area of skills acquisition and acknowledgement. We are the first horticultural association to employ a dedicated training manager, and the first to establish our own registered training organisation. Our members have been regular contributors to the myriad of committees that have been held in the development of the new system of training. We have a strong vested interest in ensuring that the next generation of horticulturists is at least as skilled as the current operators, and that we continue to lift our levels of professionalism.

Quality

Reports that quality standards in training delivery may not meet industry needs are of concern to the Association. Despite the many government control systems in place there is still a significant risk that providers may not be able to deliver what they promise and that as a result we will suffer.  This aspect has been discussed in many forums and remains one of the greatest issues relating to the introduction of competition in the training marketplace.

It must also be stated that quality of delivery was an issue when TAFE was the sole provider. There where some colleges that had a poor ability to meet industry needs, and employed staff that had little relevance to the modern nursery industry. What has changed is that we now have a larger range of providers to choose from and this is focusing attention on quality.

It has been said that the level of competition in the marketplace is leading to a decline in quality standards. NIAA believes that this is not an accurate view, and welcomes the concept of competition.  What is obvious is that despite all the protection and promises there are still some poor quality organisations in the marketplace. The potential to be the recipient of significant funding is driving delivery to the bottom line of quality. Competitive tendering processes will drive quality to the lowest levels unless there are other factors involved.

NIAA has responded to this risk by setting up it’s own training organisation, giving the industry a bottom line choice when it comes to quality. The setting up of an industry owned training organisation was a decision not taken lightly and was initiated following specific industry concerns over the effectiveness of some training organisations.  It may be of benefit to support Industry Training organisations in their pursuit of quality.

NIAA is also seeking to improve the quality of training provision by a system of endorsement. That way those training organisations that do meet our needs can be encouraged in their pursuit of excellence. It also allows for our members to have a clear choice when they are deciding on which organisation will undertake the training of their staff. We expect to have a system to do this in place in the next year and a trial is currently being conducted in Victoria.

Assessment

With Training Packages the point where quality can be best enforced is when the participants are assessed. The decision made by the National Training Framework Committee to place control over assessments totally in the hands of training providers is seen by NIAA as a negative step in quality assurance. Until then we had been of the belief that industry would be involved to a greater extent. As we are the ones that receive the outcome from training it would be reasonable to assume that industry would be in a strong position as regards assessment.

Changes that improve industry control over assessment would be most welcome. Also welcome would be the introduction of a process that will ensure that assessments are conducted in equally across the country. Even though in theory assessments are conducted already equally, the reality is that few if any training organisations are willing to divulge their assessment process or to share any instruments they use. 

The competitive nature of training now is developing in a guarded and secretive business climate. The result is that we have a large number of different assessment instruments being used and a broad variation in what competency really means. Despite industry encouragement there is no desire to share or develop common systems.

A major issue within our industry is that assessments are conducted to ensure workplace competence. We are strongly of the view that when an individual has been deemed competent in a task, they should be able to do this task under normal enterprise conditions. The idea that assessments can be totally conducted in ‘simulated workplaces’ contravenes industry ideas of competence. The basis of a new qualification is that it details what an individual can do. It negates the value of the process if in fact the statement of being competent is not valid. 

NIAA understands that to hold this view strongly may in fact limit the issue of qualifications to some individuals, particularly those who do not yet work in the industry. Whereas this may seem a harsh perspective, it in fact simplifies and supports any qualification issued. When a job applicant presents a document that indicates that they are competent, we wish for that to be a true statement. Likewise when an individual is issued with a document that indicates that they are competent it is incumbent on the issuing authority that this also is a true statement. To do otherwise gives false hopes to individuals who fail under work pressure. 

Complexity

The new training system is far more complex to industry that the one it replaces. We can understand that to replace an existing system with another will in the short term lead to confusion. Add to this the variation in funding processes as well as introducing competition into areas where none existed before and there will be added confusion in the short term.

Even taking this into account there is a significant lack of understanding of how the new process is working. Industry is now being bombarded with a variety of businesses offering to assist them in training. They appear to have too many choices and use confusing acronyms. It has been stated that some purposely confuse the situation. 

There is no single body that gives honest, clear and easily understood information. As well, the rate of change in the training/subsidy systems is too fast for industry to absorb. 

NIAA has been made aware of certain cases where employment organisations compete to fill a vacancy, and being also a Group Training Company negotiate on the businesses behalf with a training organisation that they hold a prior arrangement with. There is a strong possibility that the new competitive processes are leading to poorer rather than better choices, and that duplicity in purpose is leading to conflicts of interest.

NIAA suggests that it would be beneficial if there were an easily accessed centre that is able to give up to date, honest and reliable information on both training and employment possibilities.

Accessibility

NIAA believes that the current process for training is biased towards young people who are not employed in our industry. Anecdotal comments made to NIAA indicate that for TAFEs, more than 70% of their enrolments are from people who do not work in the industry. Other comments indicate that the majority of those do not in fact then enter the industry at a later time, but use the training for self interest or as a means to launch another career.

The existing workforce in the industry could do with skills development and little effort has been made to enhance their skill levels.  NIAA suggests that funding for vocational training could be more directed to upskilling existing staff rather than giving basic skills to those outside our industry. NIAA supports the funding of existing worker traineeships as a positive step in building a more professional industry. It would also assist industry to have more funding for programs like the Professional Development Program.

The Nursery Industry supports the concept of New Apprenticeships being available to all age groups and feels that this has not disadvantaged youth. Any increase in mature aged people becoming involved in training reflects greater availability of training to those people, rather than a lessening of opportunity to youth.

VET in schools

NIAA has some apprehension over the VET in schools program. Concern focuses on the ability of schools to deliver quality training and the lack of workplace reinforcement of newly learnt skills. We see that there needs to be greater involvement by industry associations before this will gain wider acceptance.

Many schools have nurseries or small areas set aside for horticulture. These fail to meet basic industry standards for hygiene and plant quality in almost every case. No school nursery has been able to achieve the Nursery Industry accreditation process for best practice. The industry has fears that trainers used in delivery will have only a theoretic basis, rather than an up to date industry background. It would be difficult for any real assessment of workplace competence to be derived from school nurseries.

Having a transition between school and working life is valuable. Government may more effectively reach its goal by increasing the involvement of industry associations in this process.

Subsidies 

Having a form of subsidy for training is seen as desirable from NIAA’s perspective. Surveys we have conducted show that expense is a major barrier to involvement in skills development. Underwriting delivery costs ensures that more people are able to access training and thus build a career.

We note however that there are many models in operation when it comes to financial support of training. It may simplify things if there where less models than more. NIAA supports a move away from direct funding of organisations, and supports the model where a business receives a direct payment and then negotiates with training organisations.

The subsidy model used in the FarmBis program is also a desirable process that may be utilised in other training programs. Here the primary producer negotiates their own training and makes an application for part funding. The advantage of this style of funding is that the real cost of training is disclosed and there is strong user choice.

NIAA supports the widening of subsidies to include existing workers. There is much to be gained form ensuring that the existing workforce is gaining greater skills and the concept of life long learning promoted.

Government funded training organisations

In the past 40 years all of the formal training funding was directed to government organisations. They have received significant amounts of money and have built large bureaucracies around this. Whereas this may have achieved some significant outcomes, it has resulted in increased cost and a lack of choice.

If the Government is to support the concept of user choice then the current level of funding given to government training organisations will need to be reviewed. As with other areas that have been deregulated it must be possible to retain the community benefit aspects of training and have a competitive process.

NIAA is aware that some government training organisations are obtaining funding from a number of sources in the delivery of horticulture classes and thus ’double dipping’ for placements.  This creates a feeling of unfairness and preferential treatment.

NIAA sees a number of options that may be taken by government. The first is to deregulate all training and have this tendered out. They would become equal in all respects to any other training organisation and would sink or swim on their own merits.

The second option is to take this one step further. The capital investment and training delivery sections could be broken up. We would then have two organisations, one that delivers training in competition with other training organisations and one that operates a number of skills centres that would be available for the delivery of training by all training organisations. NIAA suggests that a board made up of local industry manage these, thus ensuring that they are focused on the real clients of training.

* * * * * *

