Chapter 2

Key provisions of the bill and issues raised

Key provisions of the bill

2.1 The provisions of the Australian Workforce and Productivity Agency Repeal
Bill 2014 (the bill) will repeal the Australian Workforce and Productivity Agency Act
2008 in its entirety and abolish the Australian Workforce and Productivity Agency
(AWPA).!

2.2 Upon its abolition, AWPA will be integrated into the Department of Industry
(Industry), so that its expertise and functions will not be lost to government. Schedule
1 of the bill states:

The new arrangements will put the Department in the best place to deliver
its core functions more efficiently. The change will streamline processes
and strengthen resources and capability across the portfolio and provide
stronger linkages between skills and industry sectors.?

Issues raised with the committee

2.3 The committee received nine submissions. These raised a range of issues
concerning the bill, which will be discussed in turn, including:

. general support for the bill;

. opposition to the bill;

. the need for the government to recognise AWPA's achievements; and

. the need for government to focus on future workforce needs and skills

development.
Support for the bill

2.4 The Department of Industry (Industry) outlined how the government's Smaller
Government Reform Agenda is designed to ‘ensure the public service is as efficient,
as effective and as accountable as possible’.®

2.5 According to Industry, AWPA's staff and functions would be transferred into
the department, commenting this would not require an independent statutory
framework, as AWPA's functions are ‘consistent with other public policy functions
carried out by Government Departments".”

1 Explanatory Memorandum, p. 5; See also Schedule 1, Australian Workforce and Productivity
Agency Repeal Bill 2014.

2 Schedule 1, Australian Workforce and Productivity Agency Repeal Bill 2014; See also
Explanatory Memorandum, p. 5.

Submission 4, p. 1.

4 Submission 4, p. 2.
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2.6 Industry indicated that the consolidation of AWPA into the department would
allow it to 'deliver on its core functions more efficiently’.” In particular, its submission
noted potential improvements that consolidation would bring to the department:

The new arrangements will streamline processes and strengthen the
resources and the capability of the Department of Industry to provide
targeted advice to the Minister for Industry. The proposed change will also
facilitate stronger linkages between the skills and industry functions of the
Department, and improve accountability by instituting direct reporting lines
through the Secretary of the Department. °

2.7 The Department also drew the committee's attention to the financial
efficiencies coming from the incorporation of AWPA into the department, mostly
from ‘reduced corporate overheads and the removal of the AWPA board'".’

2.8 Industry outlined a future work plan for the department's continuation of
AWPA's research, analysis and advisory roles. Its submission stated that 'Activities
undertaken by AWPA will continue to be priorities for the Department’, including:

. the development of the Skilled Occupation List that is used across
government and industry (which identifies occupations where independent
skilled migrants will assist in meeting the medium and long term skill needs
of the Australian economy);

. sectoral studies on workforce development and skills needs in areas of key
industry priority to inform the Minister and industry; and

. other advice on workforce development and skills issues that relate to
productivity in Australia.®

2.9 The Restaurant and Catering Industry Association (R&CA) supported the
abolition of AWPA as part of 'the government's commitment to rationalising the
number of portfolio bodies across government by streamlining its advisory
arrangements'.’

2.10 R&CA noted it had been openly critical of the level of industry direction of
AWPA's functions and the independence of its analysis.*

2.11  Moreover, R&CA told the committee that AWPA's advisory, research and
administrative functions for the funding of Vocational Education and Training (VET)
was 'duplicating the work of other bodies', such as the Industry Skills Council, the
National Centre for Vocational Education Research and the Department of Industry.

Submission 4, pp 1-2.
Submission 4, p. 2.
Submission 4, p. 2.
Submission 4, p. 2.
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Submission 6, p. 2.

10  Submission 6, p. 2.
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The Association suggested these agencies were already well positioned to take over
APWA's role in the VET sector, which would avoid duplication.™*

2.12  Both the Australian Council for Private Education and Training and TAFE
Directors acknowledged the research that AWPA produced but also formed the view
that its abolition would help to reduce unnecessary duplication.*?

Opposition to the bill

2.13  Some submissions opposed the provisions of the bill and its abolition of
AWPA. Concerns were also raised about the transparency of the government's
decision to undertake this measure.

Transparency of the decision to abolish AWPA

2.14  ACTU expressed disappointment in the way the decision to abolish AWPA
had been handled by government, and argued this decision had been made on
ideological grounds, rather than on evidence about AWPA's performance:

The decision to abolish AWPA is not any reflection of the quality and
professionalism of the work it has been doing. Instead, it is a casualty of the
Government’s catch all ideological disposition to deregulate and reduce the size of
government.*®

2.15 The Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) noted that media
speculation about the future of AWPA began in April 2014. It stated it was
disappointed there was 'no formal statement from the Minister at [this] time; no public
announcement or acknowledgement of the work AWPA has done, or explanation of
why an agency doing good and important work was being abolished'. They noted that
the decision to abolish AWPA was only announced and explained by the government
when the bill was introduced to parliament.*

Opposition to the abolition of AWPA

2.16  The ACTU argued AWPA was an ‘invaluable source of independent tripartite
advice, research and advocacy in relation to the national skills agenda'."> Moreover,
this submission commented on AWPA's 'rigorous and disciplined approach' and its

capacity for constructive engagement with all relevant stakeholders.*®

2.17  Considering this expertise and established relationships with key stakeholders,
ACTU told the committee that abolishing AWPA was a 'retrograde step".!’

11 Submission 6, p. 2.
12 Submissions 8 and 9.
13 Submission 5, p. 2.
14 Submission 5, p. 2.
15  Submission 5, p. 1.
16  Submission 5, p. 1.
17  Submission 5, p. 2.
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2.18  Professor Gavin Moodie and Dr Leesa Wheelahan submitted the bill should
not be passed.”® They argued the abolition of AWPA would result in government
losing the Agency's extensive expertise and resources on workforce development,
including substantial data.'®

2.19  In their view, government departments would find it difficult to fulfil the roles
AWPA took on, particularly offering 'independent advice on contentious issues' and

promoting 'new ideas stimulating fresh thinking and innovation'.?

2.20  According to Professor Moodie and Dr Wheelahan, AWPA's independence
and 'open and consultative' approach to engagement gave the Agency traction with
stakeholders. They indicated that this was something the Commonwealth had
struggled with on workforce development issues, particularly the states and territories,
and industrial sectors.?

2.21  Dr Joanna Howe also opposed AWPA's abolition. She recognised the critical
role it has had in identifying the skills needs of the Australian economy and argued
not only for AWPA to be maintained but for its role to be expanded.?

Recognition of AWPA's achievements

2.22  Several submitters indicated to the committee that AWPA's contribution to
workforce development should be recognised by the government.

2.23  The ACTU's submission made it clear it appreciated the work that AWPA had
produced:

The ACTU wishes to place on record its appreciation of the work done by
the Board and staff of the Australian Workplace and Productivity Agency,
and its predecessor, Skills Australia.?

2.24  Professor Moodie and Dr Wheelahan were opposed to the abolition of
AWPA, as previously noted. However, they stated that if the bill were passed it should
be amended in two ways to recognise AWPA's achievements, namely:

. changing the bill's title to include the word ‘recognition’ (i.e. to become the
Australian Workforce and Productivity Agency Recognition and Repeal Act
2014); and

. inserting a paragraph stating: 'The Parliament of Australia records its

recognition of the work and achievements of the staff and board of the

18  Submission 1, p. 1.
19  Submission 1, p. 2.
20 Submission 1, p. 2.
21 Submission 1, p. 2.
22 Submission 7, p. 1.
23 Submission 5, p. 3.



Page 11

Australian Workforce and Productivity Agency and of its predecessor Skills

Australia'.?*

2.25 Innovation and Business Skills Australia (IBSA) made a submission that
outlined the positive role AWPA has played in ‘examining the current and emerging
skills need across key sectors of the Australian economy".”®> IBSA's submission stated
it has:

...worked closely with AWPA and has greatly appreciated the initiatives to
improve productivity, management, innovation and skills utilisation in
Australian workplaces. It is important also to acknowledge the high level of
industry expertise on the AWPA board which has made it an authority on
the workforce development and skills needed to respond to industry needs.
Their experience has greatly contributed to forward thinking beyond the
bureaucratic frameworks.?

Committee View

2.26  The committee considers the decision to integrate AWPA's functions and
expertise into the Department of Industry was made in line with the government's
Smaller Government Reform Agenda.

2.27  The agenda to make government smaller and more tightly focussed is a long-
standing commitment of this government, which was taken to the last election.
Its implementation will drive accountability and efficiency in the public sector, and
generate significant budget savings for the Commonwealth.

2.28  Some submitters were concerned that the work undertaken by AWPA has not
been sufficiently recognised. The committee would like to note the
Hon lan MacFarlane, Minister for Industry, made particular mention of AWPA's
achievements in his Second Reading Speech introducing the bill to parliament.
He said:

The agency [AWPA] has made a valuable contribution to policy
development and refinement in key areas of skills and workforce
development. 1 would like to take this opportunity to thank all serving and
prior board members for their involvement and engagement with the agency
and its policy and research.

| took the opportunity to speak to each of the board members and thank
them for their contribution. Many people have done a great deal to improve
the productivity and skills of young people in particular, and the
contribution of the board members should be acknowledged.?’

24 Submission 1, p. 1.
25  Submission 2, p. 1.
26 Submission 2, p. 1.

27  The Hon lan MacFarlane, Minister for Industry, Second Reading Speech, House of
Representatives Hansard, Wednesday 4 June 2014, p. 1.
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2.29  The committee would also like to acknowledge the work of the board and
staff of AWPA, and the important role the Agency has played in improving workforce
development and productivity. The committee would also like to highlight the
importance of lifting Australia's productivity across all sectors and ensuring Australia
has the skilled workforce it needs to prosper in the future.

2.30  The committee notes that AWPA's knowledge and expertise will not be lost to
government in its incorporation into the Department of Industry. Rather, the
department is looking to draw on AWPA's significant capacities to improve its own
approach to workforce development and lifting productivity.

2.31  The committee is encouraged by the department's work plan that sets out its
commitment to the continuation of AWPA's research, analysis and advisory roles.

Recommendation 1
2.32  The committee recommends that the bill should be passed.

Senator David Bushby
Chair



