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WESTERN AUSTRALIAN LABOUR MARKET 
Grievance 

MR A.D. McRAE (Riverton) [9.56 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Education and Training.  I refer to 
the performance of the labour market in Western Australia, which is a particular interest I have held for 25 years.  
I am interested in skills development in the labour market and the impact it has on economic development and 
the development of young people’s lifelong learning skills and career opportunities.  During question time 
yesterday the minister was asked about apprenticeship and traineeship rates and participation rates in the 
Western Australian labour market.  It is thrilling to see such an extraordinary turnaround from a long-term 
decline during the latter part of the 1990s.  We are now seeing very significant increases across the board in 
apprenticeship and traineeship numbers.  I ask the minister to give more detail so that the public, the Chamber 
and the media may come to understand more clearly the turnaround we have achieved in only three to four years.  
I know that people argue that the turnaround in the labour market is very much a combination of federal 
government policy and external economic circumstances.  Not quite enough is understood about the role of the 
State Government in ensuring that training places are available and in setting training policy that responds to 
variations in industry development, which comes in cycles.  All those factors work to interact and feed into 
training, skills development opportunities and investment in Western Australia.  I want to know more about 
those matters. 

My second point is the rate of unemployment in Western Australia.  Western Australia has traditionally had a 
very high level of participation in the labour market; that is, people engaged in employment or who wish to be 
engaged in the labour market in some way.  In many ways it is an expression of confidence about a person’s 
likelihood of obtaining employment as well as the economic performance of the community and the State.  
Western Australia’s participation rate has traditionally, in Australian terms, been very high.  I note that, in recent 
statements, the minister mentioned that the employment rate in Western Australia is now down to an all-time 
record low of five per cent since the mid 1970s.  Only a few years ago, a five per cent unemployment rate was 
regarded as absolutely and utterly impossible.  I note that in his pre-election commitments two elections ago, the 
Queensland Premier said that his objective for Queensland was an unemployed rate of five per cent.  I am pretty 
sure that, at the time, he did not believe that Western Australia would beat Queensland to that mark.  I am pretty 
sure that, as Queensland was the powerhouse of economic activity and population growth in Australia, as in 
many ways it still is, he thought Queensland would first achieve that five per cent unemployment rate.  I am 
absolutely astounded and thrilled that Western Australia is the first.  The participation rate, which is a measure of 
the participation of the population of Western Australia, signals an extraordinary confidence about our future.  It 
also signals some real challenges.  When I was a young man in the early 1970s, people thought that effective full 
employment was recorded by an unemployment rate of about two per cent.  It is fair to say that that was a time 
when industrial development was still fairly constrained by tariff barriers and fairly rigid industry structures.  We 
also had a central Government that set interest rates.  A fixed exchange rate and a bundle of other rigidities in the 
economy meant that a two per cent unemployment rate was considered to be effective full employment at that 
time, because unemployment - that is, the movement of people from one job to the other - occurred much less 
then than it does now in our dynamic economy.  I would like the minister to comment on what that 
unemployment rate means for our State.  I ask the minister to also give his thoughts on whether in modern terms 
and in a dynamic economy like ours, which is connected directly to the international marketplace, a five per cent 
unemployment rate means effective full employment or whether that is getting close to it.  The reason I say that 
an unemployment rate of five per cent may be effective full employment is that frictional unemployment - that 
is, the movement of people from one job to another or between industries - is now at such a high rate that five 
per cent unemployment probably measures the total movement within the labour market.  I ask the minister to 
take a moment to comment on our latest unemployment figures.   
The third element of my grievance relates to investment in training.  The growth that is occurring in 
apprenticeship and traineeship numbers in Western Australia, and the great partnership between schools and the 
vocational education and training sector to increase participation in traineeships and apprenticeships, in 
combination with a five per cent unemployment rate, presents a challenge to this State.  Training investment 
through agencies such as the building and construction industry training fund must continue.  There also needs to 
be greater and broader investment by the private sector, in partnership with the Government, to provide growth 
in real training places in all industries and across all sectors for Western Australia’s economy.   

MR A.J. CARPENTER (Willagee - Minister for Education and Training) [10.03 am]:  I thank the member for 
Riverton for his grievance.  This is a very interesting area.  I first wish to address the issue of five per cent 
unemployment.  I have the same history as the member for Riverton.  When we were studying economics in the 
1970s, full employment was regarded as a two per cent unemployment rate in Australia and a four per cent 
unemployment rate in the United States, because people in the United States had greater mobility.  In Australia 
today full employment is reflected in an unemployment rate somewhere between four and five per cent.  Most 
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economists would say that that is getting close to full employment.  However, what are people employed to do?  
Expansion and skills development is required in other areas.   

The focus of the Government in this area is young people; that is, 15 to 19-year-olds.  The latest unemployment 
figure for 15 to 19-year-olds in Western Australia was for April and was 16 per cent, which is about half what it 
was when we took over government in 2001.  We have got it down from 30 per cent to 16 per cent, but there is 
still a pool of young people aged between 15 and 19 years who need more skills so that they can plug into the 
very strong opportunities in the economy.  We need to look within the figures.  I agree that full employment is 
reflected in an unemployment rate of between four and five per cent.  However, there are pools of 
unemployment within that figure that we need to remove by better skilling and training those people to take 
advantage of the opportunities that are available.  One in 10 Western Australians of working age is enrolled in 
vocational education and training.  That is a great figure.  With strong relationships with industry, VET 
addresses the needs of new entrants to the work force and enables workers to update or acquire new skills for a 
labour market that is increasingly under competitive pressure from movements in the global economy.  There is 
huge growth in this area, which is good.  That is a big focus of our Government.   

The Government has set six key priorities: to increase retention rates in schools; improve and make easier 
transfers between VET and universities; increase the number of apprenticeships and traineeships, for which the 
figures are outstanding; strengthen the technical and further education network - the member for Riverton has 
played a pivotal role in helping the Government reform the TAFE network; support job growth, for example 
through the BCITF; and provide better career guidance and preparation for employment, which is driven by the 
Government’s partnership with schools.  The progress of that is encouraging.  I have run over the figures for 
retention rates in schools many times.  We inherited a disaster, but have turned that around.  Western Australia 
now has its second highest retention rate to year 12 of all time.  The number of 15 to 17-year-olds in 
apprenticeships and traineeships has grown in the past 18 months in Western Australia by 47 per cent.  Are there 
figures like that anywhere else in the world?  We cannot get a run in the newspaper on that.  Growth of 47 per 
cent is amazing.   

Mr A.D. McRae:  What does that represent in numbers?   

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  The number has gone from 3 000 to nearly 4 500 in 18 months.  Another target of the 
Government was to have 1 000 school-based trainees by 2006.  School-based traineeships are very important.  
This morning I was at a breakfast for retailers.  The big retailers are now looking seriously at school-based 
traineeships.  If Coles Myer and Woolworths become involved in school-based traineeships, huge opportunities 
will suddenly emerge that have not before been available.  These companies are very proactive in this area.  That 
is great to see.  We now have 660 school-based traineeships in place.  Our target was to have 350 Aboriginal 
school-based traineeships by 2006.  Guess what the number is now?  It is 418.  We have 418 Aboriginal students 
in school-based traineeships who would not otherwise be at school.  I saw a marvellous example of that in 
Northam on Tuesday.  It is a wonderful program.   
In 2004, a record 14 203 first round TAFEWA offers were made, which represented a nine per cent increase 
since 2003.  Twelve thousand applications were made, of which 69 per cent were by 15 to 19-year-olds.  It is 
going gang busters.  Another target is to improve and make easier the transfer between VET and universities.  
This conundrum has befuddled and confounded State Governments all over Australia.  We now have a very 
positive relationship between the university vice chancellors and the Department of Education and Training to 
make the articulation of courses much better.  An agreement has been signed with the five university vice 
chancellors, marking a high-level commitment to achieving this outcome.  TAFE and training are no longer a 
second-class option.  People can see that.  They go to university and then to TAFE to finetune their skills.  Balga 
Senior High School is an example of a school in which students go through vocational education and training 
and TAFE and then to university, rather than going through the traditional TEE model.  That partnership is in 
place.   
Another goal of the Government is to increase the number of people in apprenticeships and traineeships.  I told 
the House yesterday that there has been a 13 per cent increase in the number of apprentices and trainees in this 
State in the past 12 months.  Growth nationally has been six per cent - the member for Darling Range challenged 
me on that - and 13 per cent in Western Australia.  That is the answer to the member for Riverton’s question on 
the impact of state policies.  We can double the performance.  The V8 economy may be the V16 economy.  The 
estimated number of Western Australian apprentices and trainees has gone from 18 800 in March 2001 to 26 200 
now.  That is an additional 7 400 people or a 40 per cent increase since 2001.  Of the State’s apprentices and 
trainees, 87 per cent are in full-time employment, which is well above the national average.  We are 
outperforming the nation because of policy settings.  That does not happen on its own.  The first three years of 
this Government have seen 46 100 people commence apprenticeships and traineeships in Western Australia.  
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation in apprenticeships and traineeships has increased by 61 per 
cent in two years.  The Government has recognised the need to provide support to this growth and it is providing 
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it.  The Government has strengthened the TAFEWA network, in which effort the member for Riverton played a 
great role.  There has been growth of 61 per cent.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  61 per cent of what?  

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  That is better than the performance of the previous Government.  The McRae review 
was instrumental in strengthening the TAFEWA network.  In supporting jobs growth, the Government has 
invested $1.5 million to expand TAFEWA’s capacity.  Other strategies include the Fast Track apprenticeship 
program, the Skilling WA program, instituting a resources sector education policy, and providing better career 
guidance in preparation for employment.  The Employment Directions Network is another program, of which 
there is an excellent example in Northam.  The Gallop Government is doing all these things.  Group training 
schemes play a wonderful role, and have benefited significantly from changes the Government has made to its 
policies.  The building skills policy is an initiative of the former Minister for Training.  The Building and 
Construction Industry Training Fund was a moribund organisation inherited from the previous Government, 
which wanted it to end.  It is now producing amazing results under the direction of Ian Hill.  

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr D.A. Templeman):  Grievances noted.  
 


