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Question on Notice: 

 

Senator Walsh: One of the things that's perplexing us in this inquiry is that we have skills shortages in areas where I 

guess you wouldn't imagine that we would in the community, including areas where your universities obviously 

produce a lot of fantastic graduates, like engineering and teaching and physiotherapy and law—all of these 

occupations are on the skills shortage lists. Can you give us any insight into why that's the case? Do we have some 

difficulty producing sufficient numbers of graduates in those sorts of areas for the jobs that are out there? 

There are a number of reasons why the pipeline of graduates emerging from universities may not be sufficient to cover 

existing skills gaps. 

As noted by Vicki Thomson in her evidence to the Select Committee, skills gaps at the graduate level can be related to 

the cyclical nature of some professions. Mining, petroleum and other related sectors tend to follow a boom and bust 

rather than a steady state model. This can create a mismatch in demand and supply, as demonstrated during the 1990s, 

when skills gaps emerged in the area of mining engineering. In response, universities increased enrolments in these 

courses, however the pipeline of an undergraduate degree (around four years) meant that businesses responded by 

bringing in skilled migrants to cover these gaps. So by the type the students graduated, these shortages no longer 

existed. 

Skills shortages lists also cover gaps across the spectrum of workforce needs, not just at the graduate end. As noted by 

CPA Australia in their submission to the 2016 Department of Education review of the Skilled Occupation Lists, at that 

time the:1 

current gaps in the labour market for accountants are not for graduates, rather for mid to 

senior positions and specialist expertise. Applied Economics advises that new graduates are a 

poor indicator of tightness… Strong demand for experienced and specialist accountants is 

further evidenced by the observations of recruiters. Hays observes that “Across Australia the 

shortage of highly skilled Accountants remains an issue for employers”. 

Shortages can also arise due to the conditions within certain professions. Despite the fact that universities graduate 

large cohorts of nurses each year, conditions such as lengthy hours, poor pay and the quality of working environments 

have been identified as contributing to nursing shortages. As noted in the Australian Journal of Advanced Nursing in 

2017:2 

 
1 CPA Australia, 2016-17 Skilled Occupation List: Submission from CPA Australia to the Department of Education, emphasis 
added. 
2 Goodare, Pete, 2017, “Literature Review: Why do we continue to lose our nurses?”, Australian Journal of Advanced 
Nursing, 34 (4). https://www.ajan.com.au/archive/ajan 34.html  






