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SUBMISSION 
Discussion Paper 

Australia’s skills and workforce development needs. 

 
Introduction to the Food, Fibre and Timber Industries Training Council  
 
Funded by the Western Australian Department of Training and Workforce Development, the 
Food, Fibre & Timber Industries Training Council (FFTITC) has three core functions:  
 

• Providing forward looking advice to State and Commonwealth Governments on vocational 
training needs and priorities for public funding  

• Promoting vocational training to industry, including partnerships between industry and the 
training sector.  

• Supporting innovation and workforce development.  
 
The Food, Fibre and Timber Industries Training Council service the following industry areas: 

• Animal Care and Management  
• Horticulture, Conservation and Land Management  
• Rural Production  
• Seafood, Food and Beverage  
• Furniture, Forest and Forest Products  
• Textiles, Clothing, Footwear and Allied Services  

 
As a not-for-profit incorporated body, the primary purpose of the Training Council is to provide 
advice to Government on behalf of industry, and ensure all nationally recognised training programs 
and packages reflect the current and future needs within the industries.  
 
We work with key industry organisations to indentify current and future vocational education and 
training priorities. We undertake extensive research into the skill and workforce development needs 
of industry and produce an Industry Workforce Development Plan for the industries mentioned 
above 
 
We promote industry take-up of training, including promoting new training initiatives from the 
Department.   We also ensure that the quality of this training remains at the highest level and 
advocate the benefits of participating in and supporting training. 
 
Information for this submission has been taken from the FFTITC 2011 Environmental Scan and 
Industry Workforce Development Plan.
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The following address questions for discussion tabled in the Conclusion of the Discussion 
Paper 
 
1. Have we got the issues right? 
 
Acknowledgement is given to the accuracy and breadth of issues covered within the Discussion 
Paper; the Australian industrial landscape is complex and summarising issues of skills and workforce 
development is difficult. 
 
While the scope of issues discussed generally fits with those of the Western Australian food, fibre 
and timber industries, the regional and seasonal nature of many sectors distort the relevance of 
issues with respect to other Australian industries.  Increasing (and frequently adjacent) resource 
industry activity, a severely ageing workforce and the exodus of young people to larger regional 
centres exacerbates this distortion. 
 
 
2. Where are the gaps in our analysis? 
 
With respect to entry level training, it is encouraging to see reference to the meat industry having a 
Certificate II entry point, (as opposed to a Certificate III for many other Australian industries).  In 
fact, the same applies for the broader food and beverage processing industry and the agriculture 
industry.  Industry advice is that entry level for the agriculture realistically sits at an AQF level II skill 
set. 
 
The prevalence (40%) of inadequate workplace language, literacy and numeracy (LLN) makes the 
issue (and quantification) of supply for higher qualifications difficult to reconcile.  While indication of 
demand for higher skills probably exists, there is no evidence that new entrants to training or the 
workplace will do equipped with appreciably higher LLN than those currently employed.  How will 
the demand be met if significantly large numbers of the population don’t have the LLN to gain higher 
qualifications? 
 
Inadequate levels of LLN are seen as a major barrier, not only to skills development but general 
productivity. This is especially true for agriculture which has, through research technological 
advancement, defied the national trend and steadily increased productivity for the last 25 years.  
With more demand for food, climatic uncertainties and further necessary productivity gains, it is 
vital that industry has access to an effectively literate and numerate workforce. 
 
Finally, thin training markets, a lack of available (and experienced) trainers and the prohibitively high 
cost of regional and remote training delivery confound any assumptions that increased and higher 
level training demand (where is exists) will able to be met. 
 
The main issues are access to funded entry level skills set training, removal of employer incentives for 

entry level Certificate II traineeships, low levels of language, literacy and numeracy, thin training 
markets and access to training in the regions 

 
3. What challenges face our workforce now and over the years to 2025? How should we address 
them? 
 
Driven by limited availability labour (at all skill levels) and rising labour costs many industry sectors 
are increasing process automation and adopting highly technical machinery.  While the reliance of 
industry on variously skilled and frequently transient labour sources is reduced, there is a need for 
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highly specialised engineering maintenance and support services and increased IT literacy by the 
user.   
 
The limited and decreasing availability of skills and labour in the regions has seen many enterprises, 
and some regions to turn to temporary and permanent migrants.   
 
The use of 417 holiday visa holders as a seasonal workforce is widespread; indeed many sectors 
would struggle to function without access to this labour.  The usefulness of 417 visas is limited by 
factors such as the inability for 3rd and subsequent visits to Australia and the fact that opportunities 
for skill development are severely limited.    
 
Eligibility criteria for Skilled and Priority Occupation lists which are heavily weighted on total 
employees and employment growth effectively preclude many food, fibre and timber industry 
occupations from being considered for inclusion in permanent migration lists.  The reliance on 
outdated, unwieldy and inaccurate ANZSCO coding which matches poorly with census employment 
statistics further compounds this problem. 
 
A key challenge for the future will be ensuring that migration can, where necessary, be used as a 
strategy to address critical workforce development (and productivity) issues across the entire 
workforce, irrespective of skill level or heavy statistical biases.  This is vital to industries that rely on a 
wide skill range without access to which operations might otherwise cease. 
 
Skills development at all levels remains a major challenge for all industry sectors.  Accessing 
resources (funding, training/supervisory expertise and time) to up-skill workers is a significant 
barrier to both productivity and workforce development.     
 
Attraction and retention of workers is an ongoing issue for businesses.  Promotion of career 
opportunities can be challenging for any industry, however overcoming the stereotypes associated 
with industries like agriculture (in the minds of the young and the old), requires considerable effort 
and resourcing.  Retention strategies are generally poorly understood by much many businesses.  It 
is essential that this is addressed when recruitment costs are high, labour availability is very tight 
and accessing quality training (particularly in the regions) is so difficult. 
  
 
4. What kinds of policy interventions have been producing the best results? 
 
The current funding of vocational training places a strong focus on traditional trades and full 
qualifications.  This recognises the training needs of many industries, however in the Agrifood 
industry full qualifications are often not the prime training needs. 
 
In consultation with industry, skill sets or incremental building blocks seem to be more attractive 
option to industry.  A person who has a particular need for a ‘package’ of skills would undertake a 
skill set.  The person could then build on that skill set with one or more building blocks and then 
acquire, over time, a full qualification. 
 
While this ‘building blocks’ approach to skill set acquisition is considerably more flexible for industry, 
and would dramatically increase VET participation, the current funding model doesn’t support this 
method of delivery. 
 
Most recently the importance of entry level skill sets has emerged in all agrifood sectors, including 
those with a high use of qualifications, such as meat processing.  A key driver has been the 
increasing reliance on transient labour. 
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Federal funding initiatives such as the Critical Skills Investment Fund and the National Workforce 
Development Fund (NWDF) have, encouragingly, allowed for skill set funding but with a pre-requisite 
certificate III qualification.  This model does nothing to address the critical workforce development 
challenges of industries employing, through necessity, a large transient and variably skilled / literate 
labour base. 
 
The co-contribution model of the NWDF has restricted uptake in many sectors, particularly those 
comprising very small enterprises.  The contribution of 30% from these enterprises has deterred 
many businesses, industry associations or regional networks from participating.  If a contribution 
must be a component of programs like the NWDF the cost to enterprises needs to be appreciably 
lower. 
 
In WA the use of the Training Councils as a conduit between government processes and industry has 
proven to be very beneficial.  One example is the involvement of the Training Councils in the 
development of the State Priority Occupation List (SPOL).  Refining methodologies and allowing 
Training Councils to support occupations based on qualitative data has proven successful in ensuring 
that funding for training and data for migration policy decisions is supported by industry demand. 
 
For many trade based industries, a useful and well thought out component of Skills Connect program 
is Experience+ Training.  While funding to increase capacity of experienced workers over 50+ to 
supervise and mentor apprentices and trainees is a good initiative (for a variety of economic and 
social reasons), industries like agriculture with a critically ageing population and a very low take up 
of apprentices and trainees are largely unable to become involved.  A program that would allow 
skills transfer from the old to the new agricultural generation would be of great assistance.  This is 
could work particularly well in the case of cost effective entry level skill set delivery in regional areas.   
 
Since their introduction, Training Packages have been subject to rationalisation and streamlining; to 
an extent.  In reality, little has changed.  Less training packages exist and in the opinion of developers 
their structure has been simplified.  However, industry understanding of Training Packages is very 
low.  This critically limits informed industry input into Training Package development.  When industry 
does engage, the processes of industry consultation and industry validation more often than not 
result in misinformed and/or irrelevant input.  Similarly, low industry Training Package knowledge 
makes continuous improvement and the creation of relevant skills sets very difficult.   
 
Real simplification of training packages, to the point where industry becomes fully and truly engaged 
with their development (and continuous improvement) is fundamental if outputs from accredited 
training are to meet industry needs both now and into a higher skilled and more productive future. 
 
 
5. How can we anticipate and avoid adverse outcomes? 
 
It is imperative that regular consultation with all stakeholders becomes the key feature of workforce 
development and productivity policy development.   Ensuring that advisory councils and bodies 
(state and federal) are able – and do - perform adequate grass roots stakeholder consultation is of 
such importance that it should be a key performance measure. 
 
Awareness in industry, in particular, of the importance of consultative processes is paramount.  The 
quantity and quality of industry intelligence and feedback is significantly enhanced when industry 
understands that it can make a positive difference to its own future.  Encouragement and promotion 
of the roles industry have played in policy outcomes is vital.   
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While scenario analysis for determining future workforce needs has potential to work on a macro 
scale, determining what scenario (or mix) will apply into the future is fraught with risk.  The 
likelihood of an unforeseen fifth (hybrid) scenario actually playing out could be high.   
 
Even assuming that an agreed scenario ensues, workforce needs and productivity the benefits of 
policy can be significantly overshadowed by ill considered political decisions and inappropriate 
regulation and legislation.  In the context of international food security and the agricultural industry, 
the live cattle ban to Indonesia in 2011 is a good example of this.          
 
 
6. What are the pressing skills and workforce issues for your region/sector? 
 
Generally, the most pressing needs are for foundation skills especially literacy and numeracy, job 
work-readiness and training for equity groups.   
 
Higher level skills in business and people management and in the use of computer controlled 
technology are needed in most industry sectors.    
 
A significant majority of industry sectors support on-the-job training.   Regardless of whether 
training is delivered on-the-job or institutionally, cost of training delivery to regionally dispersed thin 
markets in a major barrier.   
 
The main workforce issue is attraction and retention of staff.  There are few exceptions and most 
industries are impacted.  
 
There is a need to build business capability in industry for workforce development, including the 
need to: 
 

• Provide funding for specific workforce development activities such as assistance with the 
development of job descriptions, human resource policies, training plans. 

• Identify ‘good practice’ in workforce and skills development for industry and encourage 
mentoring/sharing of ideas between businesses. 

• Facilitate workshops/training sessions that discuss workforce development strategies, e.g. 
job redesign, work/life balance, staff rewards. 

• Provide advice to small businesses on how to improve flexibility for their workforce and 
provide practical examples including job share arrangements, flexible leave arrangements, 
and child care provision.   

 
 
 
 
Contact: Brad Armstrong 
  Project Manager 
  brad.armstrong@fftitrainingcouncil.com.au 
   
  Kay Gerard 
  CEO 
  kay.gerard@fftitrainingcouncil.com.au 
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