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SKILLS FORMATION REFORMS 
Grievance 

MR A.D. McRAE (Riverton - Parliamentary Secretary) [9.38 am]:  My grievance is to the Parliamentary 
Secretary to the Minister for Education and Training.  

Mr R.F. Johnson:  Who is that?   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  My colleague the Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for Education and Training, the 
member for Peel.  

Mr M.J. Birney interjected.   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  I am grieving because it is time that some of the work the parliamentary secretary has been 
doing is revealed to the Parliament.  

Mr M.J. Birney:  We did not know he was a parliamentary secretary.   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  Even though members opposite might not have a direct interest in the skills formation 
reforms being undertaken by this government over the past five years -  

Several members interjected  

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  Order, members on my left. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  It is true that the Gallop Labor government has worked at this in an unstinting manner for 
the past five years, particularly since the appointment of the Minister for Education and Training following the 
election earlier this year, and the appointment of the parliamentary secretary to the minister.  Because the task is 
so large, the minister in the other place, Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich, was in need of somebody who would not only 
represent her in the Assembly but also be able to act as a leader in changing the approach that industry, 
government, unions and prospective employees and schools take to skills formation in our state. 

Mr R.F. Johnson:  I think he should be the minister.  I want to know what he does with his extra $40 000 a year. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  I think there is some merit in what the member for Hillarys says; in fact, a number of 
members on his side of the house have remarked on the fact that there are at least six or seven members - eight or 
nine maybe - on this side of the house who are not ministers, but who can fill the breach at any time. 

Mr M.J. Birney:  Are you one of them? 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  I classify myself as one of those members. 

Mr M.J. Birney:  Why are the heads behind you shaking? 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  The member for Perth’s head is shaking because he is my friend.  All the members in the 
chamber today recognise that there is a great pool of talent.  Following the work that the Parliamentary Secretary 
to the Minister for Education and Training has been doing for the past nine or 10 months, a new agenda for skills 
formation is emerging in this state.  That is what I ask the parliamentary secretary to address today.  I do not 
think that historically there has been a great focus on training in Western Australia.  We have gone through 
seasons when various governments have made some effort.  I had a direct interest in coming to Western 
Australia as an electrician, having completed a four-year apprenticeship in electrical fitting mechanics in New 
South Wales.  I came to the Pilbara and went through the process of learning what it meant to work in a heavy 
industry such as the iron ore industry.  Skills formation does not cease with merely the indenture period.  Skills 
formation, skills development and productivity improvements in individuals and work forces require a whole 
program, directed not only towards the period of training but also throughout a person’s working life. 

Western Australia went through reforms in the 1980s when traineeships were first introduced and when that 
began to establish a process in which something other than four-year apprenticeships were the basis for skills 
formation.  One would have to say that not very much happened for the whole eight years that the Court 
government was in power.  It is a bit sad that that period was running parallel to the period when the Howard 
government came to office.  The level of investment in skills formation in this state, and indeed nationally, 
declined rapidly and dramatically.  That is now having a very serious impact on our prospects as a country and 
economy.  It is also limiting the opportunities that young people have in their career options.  As the Prime 
Minister said only last year, in the 1980s Australians had the attitude that they could leave school, not have a 
trade, not have any qualifications, not go to university, and somehow enter the work force and she’ll be right.  
That attitude of “she’ll be right” no longer applies, because today’s working world demands that people have as 
core competencies the capacity to problem-solve, to work as a team, to adapt to new technologies, and to see 
where those new technologies will impact on work processes and be able to implement them.  People cannot do 
that without a massive investment by industry and government, in partnership.  I have seen the beginnings of a 
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new partnership emerge over the past couple of years.  I know that for the past eight or nine months that is 
exactly what the parliamentary secretary has been working on.  As was evidenced by the responses of members 
opposite, at a political level people still do not comprehend the importance of skills formation, skills 
development and training in economic and social terms, for community cohesiveness and for individual 
opportunities throughout working lives.  At the beginning of this year, for example, the Premier made 
commitments that the government would increase the number of traineeships and apprenticeships, that it would 
extend the traineeship support network and fund it by millions of dollars, and that it would increase the number 
of people participating in information and communication technologies in apprenticeships and traineeships.  Is 
this reform under way?  Are we seeing a change for the better in modern Western Australia? 

MR N.R. MARLBOROUGH (Peel - Parliamentary Secretary) [9.46 am]:  I thank the member for Riverton 
for his grievance and for his commitment in this area.  I will make a couple of points that I think illustrate the 
great new way forward for training and the partnerships that are required to bring it about.  The economic 
circumstances in Western Australia are such that the state is growing more rapidly than most other states put 
together, and the state’s skills shortages are further exacerbated by the fact that the resource industry, driven by 
Chinese contracts, is now able to plan entirely differently from the way in which it has until this time.  I worked 
for Bechtel Pacific in the iron ore industry in 1968 on the Mt Newman project, deepening the port at Port 
Hedland and working on the world’s then two biggest dredgers, the Kock Maru and the Alameda.  From 1968 
until now the contracts that have been signed have usually been five-year contracts with Japanese companies.  
The Japanese modus operandi of dealing with companies such as BP, BHP and Rio Tinto has been to say that 
they would sign only a five-year contract and if those suppliers did not keep their prices sharp, they would get 
the ore or oil from India or Brazil. 

The Chinese have brought a whole new dimension into the mix.  They have a different fix.  They do not want a 
revolution and they do not want their society to collapse, as Russian society did.  They have come in with 20-
year contracts.  That allows even the Rio Tintos and BHPs to plan entirely differently.  They can now plan on 
20-year horizons.  What is that leading to?  When I flew to Port Hedland with the state president of BHP Billiton 
Iron Ore, Ian Ashby, seven weeks ago he told me that in the next three years BHP needs to place 1 500 extra 
families permanently in Port Hedland and 1 500 extra families permanently in Newman.  He hopes to get 
$50 million per annum over the next four years from his board just to put infrastructure into the towns of Port 
Hedland and Newman. 

Mr M.J. Birney:  They need it. 

Mr N.R. MARLBOROUGH:  Absolutely.  Those 1 500 people are over and above those needed for peak 
construction growth; they are for ongoing growth to meet these 20-year contracts.  It is within that context that 
the pressure from skills shortages in Western Australia has been highlighted.  I bring to the attention of the house 
the Premier’s, I think, key statement, which he made on the night that he won the last election.  Members may 
recall - I certainly remember it every day - that the Premier said that the issue the government would be judged 
on in the next four years in office is how it performs in education and training.  In the training area I have been 
involved in establishing a partnership between government and industry.  We decided to set up task forces, 
headed by industry leaders, to cover all the major categories of shortages that we are presently dealing with.  The 
eminent people who chair those meetings include Kate Lamont, who is well known in the hospitality industry; 
Bruce Laite, who is in charge of Apache Northwest Pty Ltd; Dale Alcock, the managing director of one of the 
largest building companies in the state; Steve Murdoch, the works manager of Austal Ships Pty Ltd; Mark 
Simpson from Rio Tinto; and Rob Slater, who is the chair of the RAC and the head of the Australian Automobile 
Association.  They have all been sitting on committees that have been looking at ways of reducing 
apprenticeships from five-year terms to three-year terms.  I am happy to advise the house that as of yesterday, in 
fewer than four committee meetings between these industry leaders and the relevant unions, an agreement has 
been reached to reduce the length of apprenticeships from five years to three years in the cottage construction 
industry.  

Mr A.D. McRae:  Will you repeat that? 

Mr N.R. MARLBOROUGH:  John Howard is presently putting the construction industry under the microscope 
by establishing an ongoing task force with the powers of a royal commission to spy on and listen to everybody 
who talks to Kevin Reynolds and Joe McDonald.  At the same time as that is happening federally, industry 
leaders in this state have been able to sit down with members of those organisations and, in just three meetings, 
reach agreement on the reduction of five-year apprenticeships to three years, a new two-year apprenticeship and 
other changes that will revolutionise the industry.  That process will start in January next year. 

Mr A.D. McRae:  Is that happening anywhere else in Australia? 

Mr N.R. MARLBOROUGH:  It is not happening anywhere else in Australia.  Western Australia is leading the 
way in achieving these types of outcomes.  We hope to have this process in place from early next year.  We hope 
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also that with the support of the opposition we can introduce the appropriate legislation to require those changes 
to be made.  I am happy to report that similar significant breakthroughs have occurred in the hospitality industry; 
that is, the creation of new two and three-year apprenticeships with an agreed wage structure.  We believe that by 
the end of this month similar conclusions will be agreed to in the automotive and metals industries. 

All members know that the present skills shortage requires a mix of solutions.  The federal government’s 
approach is predominantly to bring to Australia skilled migrants from overseas.  I do not know how many 
members realise that after the headlines read that Australia would allow 25 000 skilled workers to migrate to 
Australia, that policy was quietly changed three weeks ago.  The new headline needs to read that this year 
Australia will allow into this country 140 000 migrants, of whom 70 per cent will enter under the skilled 
category.  Last Tuesday, on Melbourne Cup day, a seminar was held at the Burswood Casino between the federal 
Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs and the state Department of Industry and 
Resources.  At that meeting some 2 500 migrants were encouraged to find out whether their skills matched those 
for which there is currently a shortage.  Although it is an important part of the solution to fill the present skills 
shortages, I am sure that all members would agree that the work being done by the skills task force is the way 
forward.  The work of that task force will see a home-grown product developed whereby Australians will be 
given the skills and be allowed to advance and grow and to be given job opportunities.  I thank all the parties I 
previously mentioned for their leadership, involvement and commitment to this course. 
 


