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The Hunter has skills gaps and shortages in some industries and at some skill levels, and at the same time is dealing with high unemployment and under-employment.

· The Hunter is now characterised by small to medium companies.

· Small to medium companies, particularly in the Upper Hunter report they have a problem finding skilled people to fill vacant positions.

· The shortage of reported appropriately skilled people in areas such as industrial trades, some professions, aviation, information and communication technology, and hospitality means the Hunter’s ability to attract much-needed job-generating external and internal investment can be inhibited.

· In the trades, there are reported shortages of boilermakers, fitter and turners, and welders.

· Contributing factors to shortages in the trades include: closure/downsizing of large industrials with extensive apprenticeship programs such as BHP who fed skilled workers to smaller companies obviating the need for smaller companies to invest in training. 

· Also there’s an increasing incidence of companies contracting staff on a short-term basis rather than employing directly.

· The prevalence of contract work means places like the Upper Hunter are missing out on an influx of relocating skilled people because of the short-duration nature and uncertainty of this work.

· Because of the diversity of its economy, the Hunter is often seen as a litmus test for regional Australia.

· Many of the characteristics of the Hunter’s labour pool reflect trends in national regional economies, but in many cases these trends are more pronounced in the Hunter.

· The Hunter’s unemployment rate runs consistently in double digit percentages, and runs consistently above state and national averages.
· Higher investment and consumption has not been met with employment growth indicating a widening “have and have not” gap.  Job losses have been across the board, with the greatest number shed in manufacturing and retail.

· The region is currently feeling the backwash of the BHP closure, and the restructuring of manufacturing which is able to produce more with less people. 

· There is also an expansion of business services that employ different types of people from those losing their jobs.

· Particularly in manufacturing, certain skills and cultures have become redundant because of the changing nature of work and the economy.  For example, blast furnace operators, and the textile industry. and the National Textiles.

· The unemployed pool is made up mainly of the unskilled, particularly young people, and over 45s who are unskilled or whose skills are now redundant because of industry restructuring.

· There are those who are genuinely seeking work and can’t find it because of lack of skills or redundancy of skills, and those who are constrained from finding work by geographical, cultural, budget or personal factors.

· Soft skills defined as “attitude to work, diction, manners, and customer service ethic” are seen by employers as a vital requisite in those seeking employment.

· There is also under-employment across a number of industries – where a worker wishes to become a full-time employee but is only able to obtain casual, part-time, contract, or seasonal work.

· The situation is exacerbated by today’s award conditions, which provide extended work shifts and high pay conditions, but fewer numbers of employees.

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS

· Strategic solutions for a region like the Hunter include the recognition by governments at all levels that regions can and should be economic, social, academic, and transport centres of innovation in their own right with the necessary associated infrastructure.

· On this basis, the Hunter Economic Development Corporation focuses on investment attraction for job creation to grow the local economy.

· More focus on Group Training Companies (GTC) such as Hunternet which offer small employers the opportunity to take on apprentices/trainees without the risk. 

· Encourage employers to take on apprentices and trainees by initiating an employer peer mentor program in which employers share their experiences which each other.
· Improve soft skills - Target an industry such as tourism or call centres that doesn’t need high level skills, canvas industry for its needs and tie in with pre-vocational training programs with two weeks training, and a day on the job with the industry.

· Creation of a database of information, where people register their skills on a website that can be easily accessed by companies and analyzed by training providers in terms of basis to work up new training schemes.
Higher costs of running a business in regional Australia act as a disincentive for companies to take on employees in regions – particularly small business.

· The time and cost associated with compliance in areas such as workers compensation, occupational health and safety, and unfair dismissal is a major issue.

· Payroll tax and stamp duty

· Sky-rocketing insurance premiums resulting in decreased services and increased costs to consumers is also of concern to small business in the Hunter.

· In the Information Age, small business is often compelled to use the Telstra range of services that suits Telstra, not the company.  For example, ADSL is cost effective and would save a medium sized company $4,000 a year over ISDN, but the cost of providing “the last mile” of technology to companies in regional areas inhibits companies from staying at the leading edge of the Information Age.

· For footloose companies, this is a major disincentive for investing in regional areas.

· The arbitrary boundaries used by Telstra such as Metro and Countrywide is confusing to small to medium business, and can bring cost disadvantage in accessing services to one company compared to their neighbour company who maybe in a different sector.

· General transportation costs, regional businesses are often disadvantaged by transportation costs involving poor regional infrastructure.

* * *
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