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Foreword 
 

Since the early nineties Australia has experienced an unprecedented level of 
economic growth. The fourteen consecutive years of growth has been 
accompanied by record low interest rates, low inflation and low unemployment. It 
is a record which would be the envy of most developed nations. Despite such 
economic prosperity, the next twenty-five years will see Australia under 
increasing pressure as it competes in a freer global market environment – where 
competition will be aggressive not just for our natural resources, manufactured 
goods and services but importantly for our greatest asset – our labour force.  

It has been stated to our committee that by 2030 Australia will have over 500 000 
jobs with no one to fill them. A combination of skill shortages in key industry 
sectors, ageing of the workforce, falling fertility levels and the need for continuing 
productivity improvements will place even greater stress on Australia to lift its 
participation rate from it current 63.8 per cent. 

The problems facing Australia due to the ageing of its population have been the 
cause of numerous studies and government reports. The most prominent is the 
Treasurer’s Inter-Generational Report and the soon to be released Productivity 
Commission’s report. The subsequent release of numerous state and federal 
government’s policy initiatives in the last few months has meant that many of the 
initial findings of this inquiry and intended recommendations have either been 
superseded or partially addressed. 

The committee heard a range of evidence on the causes of Australia’s declining 
participation levels, its resulting consequences and suggested programs for its 
resolution.  

Participation in the workforce is much more than a series of statistics about 
unemployment rates, or youth training and apprenticeships, or numbers of people 
receiving income support.  

Participation in the workforce is about assisting Australians to be financially 
independent and secure in their futures, overcoming social isolation, providing 
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opportunities for all people to contribute, and valuing the contribution that they 
are able to make.  

Increasing participation is also about the economic security of Australia – ensuring 
we have the skilled workers to take on new jobs and drive growth across the 
industries and services that are key to our future.  

In times of low unemployment, there is more focus on assisting those people who 
face specific challenges to entering the workforce. This includes the long term 
unemployed, mature age workers, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, 
youth, some migrants entering Australia on humanitarian or family grounds, and 
people with a disability. We speak of these groups as ‘disadvantaged’ – but 
perhaps that is the easy way out. The responsibility for increasing participation for 
all people rests with all people – with governments, employers, businesses, 
unions, and community groups as well as those seeking work.  

People are only disadvantaged if we do not take up the challenge of removing 
barriers and providing the incentives and assistance needed to encourage their 
participation. Any assistance must be targeted and delivered in an appropriate 
and accessible manner. Incentives need to be directed at people who seek work or 
are capable of entering the workforce. In addition, incentives are needed for 
employers and businesses to overcome barriers to employing certain groups, such 
as mature age workers or people with disability. 

This report acknowledges the shared responsibilities and sets out clear initiatives 
to address some of the barriers faced. The report also sets out that change will 
require the cooperation of state and territory governments, businesses, unions and 
community groups.  

Recommendations that highlight the need for more holistic approaches to labour 
market programs and intensive support assistance refer to the cooperation 
between agencies that is required to achieve this. Other recommendations 
consider ways to facilitate the transition into work for targeted groups who may 
have multiple caring responsibilities, or social or physical difficulties, or skill 
needs. There are also particular challenges to developing community supported 
approaches to increasing workforce participation in Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander populations.  

In many ways, this report is indicative of the type of cooperation and commitment 
that is required to achieve change and improve outcomes for disadvantaged 
groups. Workplace relations and industrial reform are always charged political 
issues with a diversity of views and approaches. It is a credit to the members of 
the Committee in the 40th and the 41st Parliament that all worked together in a 
unified manner to canvas views from as wide a range of witnesses as possible.  
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The task of preparing the report was complicated by the dissolution of the 40th 
Parliament and the formation of a new Committee in December 2004. The 
commitment of members to progressing this report through to tabling in a new 
Parliament indicates the importance of this issue to both government and non-
government members.  

There has been some dissent on party lines with three of the recommendations – 
those that deal with industrial reform and the disability support pension. 
However, there is unified support for the majority of the recommendations. Given 
the attention in recent months to workforce participation, the Committee 
anticipates a timely response from the Australian Government in taking up the 
initiatives put forward.  

We all need to work at increasing participation in paid employment. When we 
work to achieve that, we are working for Australia. 

 

 

Mr Phillip Barresi MP 
Chair 
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The Committee recommends that the Australian Government in 
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Chapter 5 - Targeted approaches 
Recommendation 5 - Paragraph 5.3 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government undertake 
additional data collection to address deficiencies in definitions, which 
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and workforce participation characteristics. 

Recommendation 6 - Paragraph 5.12 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government work with 
local, State and Territory governments, business, union and community 
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employment assistance, traineeships and post-placement support for the 
long-term unemployed. 
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The Committee recommends that the Australian Government conduct an 
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The Committee recommends that the Australian Government ensure that 
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The Committee recommends that the Australian Government extend 
eligibility for the Workplace Modification Scheme to part-time and casual 
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Recommendation 19 - Paragraph 5.137 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government review the 
Jobs in Jeopardy program (to ensure improved access to this program), in 
terms of its use, eligibility criteria and effectiveness in assisting people 
with chronic illnesses to remain in employment. 

Recommendation 20 - Paragraph 5.143 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government, in 
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