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Response to the Senate Committee Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational Education and Training (VET) in Australia


This response is made on the basis of the interaction between the mining and extractive industries and the National Mining ITAB since its inception in 1992.

The National Mining ITAB has developed a series of Training Packages which underpin the New Apprenticeship System for the Mining and Extractive Industry in Australia.

The main aim of the Mining & Extractive Industry is to establish a VET framework with which it can interface and satisfy its training and development needs.  The framework is based on flexibility and provides a versatile workforce while meetings its own VET needs.  Over the years, or rather prior to the establishment of the National Mining ITAB, the Mining and Extractive Industry did not generally participate in the publicly funded VET system.  

The Mining and Extractive industry stakeholders are very proud of this fact.

The following is the response to the items contained in the Terms of Reference for the Senate Reference Committee.

(a)
An evaluation of the New Apprenticeships Scheme

I. Resource allocations across the sector

We regard the resource allocation across the sectors to be skewed to those industries with large numbers such as Tourism & Hospitality, Retail, Community Services etc and mainly located in high population areas.  The Mining and Extractive industries, by definition, are isolated and located in regional areas of Australia.  While other sectors (i.e. Retail, Tourism & Hospitality etc) have high numbers of new employees, the mining Industry’s contribution to the Australian economy (GDP) is far beyond that of any other sector, with 1% of the working population.

The Board of the National Mining ITAB would like to see this matter  (skew of funds) addressed and ensure the funds allocated for industry consultation and advice is directed towards our industry.

II. Demographic distribution

With 1% of the working population distributed across Australia, (mainly in isolated areas) the training opportunities available to other sectors particularly in high population areas is not available to the Mining and Extractive industries.  Consideration should be given to other means of resource application to satisfy this demographic skew.  One recommendation is the provision of funds for distance learning facilities.

III. Opportunities for youth and for older people

The Mining and Extractive Industry (because of the nature of the industry) employs older persons.  The average age in the Coal Mining industry is 40 yrs plus.  The thrust of the Training Packages developed by the National Mining ITAB (in respect of the older worker) is that the emphasis of implementation is on the current workforce attaining qualifications through the VET system, rather than focusing on new recruits joining the industry.  However, the Training Packages are equitable to demographic strata.

IV. Obligations of industry and government

If Mining and Extractive Industry’s obligation is to remain profitable and viable through the application of best practice methodologies, the obligation to recruit and train persons for the industry on the basis that those trained will be safe and contribute to the profitability and viability of the industry.  The obligation of government to the industry is to facilitate establishment of a VET framework in which the above can be achieved effectively, efficiently and in an equitable manner.  There is also an obligation on the individual to seek opportunities and explore pathways for him/herself.

(b) Evaluation of the key objectives

I. Quality of training outcomes

In the event that the Training Packages (which underpin the New Apprenticeship System) are researched, developed and installed in the appropriate manner, the outcomes will not diminish in quality or relevance of the VET System.  On the contrary, the quality and relevance of the training will be substantially better than that of the now defunct system if those providing the VET System are trained to use it.

II. Beneficiaries of new apprenticeships

The beneficiaries of the new apprenticeships system will be reflected by the age distribution of the persons already employed in the industry.  As already indicated, the Mining and Extractive industry has a more mature workforce than that of say Retail and Tourism & Hospitality.  New apprenticeships are not seen as supporting the old labour market program concept and therefore the emphasis is placed on giving people (whatever their age) a qualification, bearing in mind that more than 80% of those in employment do not have a recognised qualification.  Where the system is properly installed as the stakeholders will benefit from the system.

III. System complexity

Where the competency based VET system is adopted and adapted to the needs of an enterprise, it is not more complex than that which existed prior to the introduction of the new system.  However, there is a substantial amount of information available to those who wish to install a VET system in their own organisation.  The major aspect of complexity lies with the bureaucracies at State and Territory levels and the substantial accreditation/recognition requirements of the State Training Agencies.  Industrial arrangements also make the establishment of the system more complex.  However, those complexities have been in existence for other programs over the years and not unique to the New Apprenticeship System.

IV. Financial incentives

Financial incentives play a major role in achieving the targets set by the State Training Agencies (STAs) as Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) and other organisations of this nature are remunerated on the number of people being processed through the system.  It is inevitable that the financial incentive will influence the quality and quantity of the system.  The Mining and Extractive Industry has not generally involved itself in labour market programs and therefore the financial inducements do not influence the industry stakeholders arrangements as this does in other industries.

(c) Assessment of the quality of provision

I. Adequacy of current administration

The Mining and Extractive Industry Training Packages ensure that the system provides VET with many aspects of quality assurance.  The Mining and Extractive Industry has (where possible) adopted partnership arrangements as policy in respect of administration of the system and particularly the awarding of credentials to employees.

II. Recognition of Registered Training Organisations (RTOs)

While Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) or rather the outcomes of their activities have a national and enterprise impact, a state-based system of audits recognition requirements exists.  All State/ Territory ITABs should have a designated / mandatory role to play in this area, particularly as the State/Territory ITABs are partly responsible for the development of the training package on which all the audits, etc are based on.

III. Level and quality of VET

For the Mining and Extractive industry this question is difficult to answer in that the materials have not been available to the system for a reasonable period of time.  Suffice to say that the Mining and Extractive industry have not generally participated in the TAFE system except for specific areas.  The quality of training is contingent on a whole range of matters including that of those who are providing the training and using the Training Packages as developed by the industry sectors.

IV. Obligations to deliver training

The first obligation of an employer is to implement training that satisfies its own needs and maintains a viable and safe organisation.  The Training Packages are designed to underpin the current work organisation. This allows personnel to be trained and receive a qualification through a range of pathways.  On occasions an organisation may not be able to meet the full obligations of an apprenticeship because of the nature of its operation. All personnel can receive (as a minimum) Certificates of Attainment if the package is used correctly.  The emphasis of any monitoring arrangements should be assessed “at-the-job” or close to employment conditions.

V. Facilities at the job

This industry expends more of its own funds than that of any other industry per employee and individual personnel spend more time training in the Mining and Extractive industry than those in other industries.  Due to the uniqueness of the industry, all reasonable facilities can be made available at mine site and enterprise levels.  While some aspects of work can be simulated, the best competency-based system is the practical application of skill and knowledge in the working environment.  While some organisations may not have the full range of competencies contained in the Training Package, they would have the vast majority of them.  Also, it is not the responsibility of an individual organisation to provide all the units of competency in the Training Package.  For practical and safety reasons, it would also be impossible for employees to maintain the competency in the event that they did provide the initial training and they did not use the particular competencies.

VI. Attainment of competencies

The National Training Packages are an integral part of the system.  Without the Training Packages, Attainment of Competencies would have no meaning in the industry or anywhere else.

VII. Non completion rates

Considerable research needs to be carried out in this area.  There is insufficient objective empirical data to support one reason or another for the non-completion of a particular program.

(d) Impact on Quality of VET resulting from the policy of growth through efficiencies and user choice in VET

I. Viability of TAFE

For it to remain viable, the TAFE system needs to establish viable partnerships with industry particularly in regional Australia.

Provision of VET must be relevant, meaningful and defined according to the needs of industry

II. Quality of structured training

In the event that the structured training, whether it is at-job or off-job, in the event that it is based on the Training Package the quality of the training can only be enhanced.  However, there are a whole range of other issues in respect of the quality of structured training.  Structured training tends to be identified with the TAFE or off-the-job systems, rather than structured training at-job.  Both need to be investigated.

III. Quality of teaching

A major campaign needs to be put into place to train current full-time and part-time teachers in the use of the competency-based system.  There are still many teachers/ trainers in the system who have not had any exposure to competency-based training systems.

IV. Curriculum and learning resources

As item (d) III above.

V. Range and availability of services

The vast majority of people who  participate in VET are called employees together with those in part-time courses and other off-job training.  Some consideration should be given to the establishment of a system that makes services available to employees in training as well as students.

VI. Fees and charges

No comment.  This is largely a state issue.

(e) Commonwealth and State employers’ subsidies

VII. Effectiveness of existing subsidies

Not enough documentary to comment on these important issues

VIII. Impact of changes

The Mining and Extractive industry supports the notion that training subsidies include the existing workforce.  However, it sees the need for further change to ensure that the subsidies are directed to organisations providing the employment rather than the training.

IX. Accountability and audit procedures

No comment.

(f) Evaluation of Growth, Breadth and Effectiveness

This is by and large a state issue.  No comments on any of these items.  Suffice to say that the National Mining ITAB supports the notion of transition arrangements from school to work and that the Training Packages should be used to support this concept.

(g) Assessment of Consistency, Validity and Accessibility of Statistical Information

The National Mining ITAB supports the position that good statistical information is required to support any direction of the VET system.
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