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APPRENTICES - RETENTION BY EMPLOYERS 

1. Mr G. WOODHAMS to the Minister Assisting the Minister for Education and Training: 
I acknowledge the presence in the house today of students from Nagle Catholic College and Mt Tarcoola 
Primary School.   

It is with some trepidation that I ask this question in bakery parlance, because the person to whom I am about to 
address my question is more like a mud cake to my matchstick presence.   

Several members interjected.   

Mr G. WOODHAMS:  It should be a process of self-identification, Mr Speaker.  No-one knows who I am 
talking about yet.  My question without notice is to the Minister Assisting the Minister for Education and 
Training.  Given small business concerns, particularly in the mid-west, about shortening the length of 
apprenticeships from four to two years and the subsequent drain of trainees to the mining industry and other 
parts of the state as a result of the resources boom, I ask -  

(1) Is the minister aware that Geraldton’s biggest employer of engineer apprentices, D-Trans Motor Body 
Builders and General Engineers, now refuses to hire new apprentices because it is not receiving a long-
term return from its investment?   

(2) Will the minister consider a bonding program to ensure that businesses do not lose apprentices after 
underwriting their training?   

(3)  What other initiatives does the minister propose to help small businesses retain trained apprentices in 
the mid-west?   

Mr N.R. MARLBOROUGH replied: 
(1)-(3) The mud cake has arrived.   

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan:  You are so tasty!   

Several members interjected.   

The SPEAKER:  Order!   

Mr N.R. MARLBOROUGH:  Even I am turning red.   

I thank the member for Greenough for the question.  As I indicated yesterday, it is great to have new fresh faces 
in Parliament.  Their enthusiasm knows no bounds, and driven by enthusiasm alone sometimes they are so far 
out of bounds with their evidence to back their question, that it is fairly hard to be serious in giving an answer.  
However, it is a serious issue and it is a serious question.  I will quickly run through it.   

I had the pleasure on Monday of having lunch with representatives from the Midwest Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry and I met the proprietor of D-Trans Body Builders, one of the biggest body builders in the state.  I 
am sure the people of Geraldton are delighted that the company is located within the township of Geraldton.  I 
met Mrs Susan Bell, the proprietor of that company, and she advised me that she was concerned that the shorter 
apprenticeship programs that were now coming into vogue around Australia would see her apprentices trained so 
quickly that the massive demand by the resource sector would mean she would be unable to hang on to them.  
There is some truth in that.  One of the downsides to the resource sector is that it is taking lots of skills from all 
sorts of businesses and it is difficult in the present time to hang on to apprentices.  Today’s market sees a 
contract boilermaker working on the Burrup Peninsula getting $63 an hour.  Today’s market sees a contract 
sparky in the goldfields on $72 an hour.  It is difficult for companies in the city and regional areas to hang on to 
skilled people.   

Let us look at the background of this issue.  There has been an absolute dynamic change in apprenticeship 
training in Western Australia and throughout Australia.  That dynamic change has been brought about by 
ministerial council agreement; that is, the Prime Minister and the states agreeing on the significant changes that 
are needed in apprenticeships.  The reason for that is that the Carpenter government has increased apprenticeship 
training in its five years in office by some 30 000 new trainees, of which 16 800 are in apprenticeships and the 
others are in vocational education and training-type training.  Although that has been done, the truth is that in 
Australia today we still train fewer apprentices than we did in 1988.  We have a lot of catching up to do.  The 
resource sector drives a massive demand.  If we were to draw it on a graph, we would see the resource sector up 
here and the skill level crossing it at this point, and we have to get skills from that point to this point.  Therefore, 
the states and the federal government have agreed to make significant changes, within those national criteria.  
Youngsters were not willing to go into apprenticeships.  It was not considered sexy to go into apprenticeships.  
Therefore, we have had to change the rhetoric.  We have had to change the mindset of all the key players - 
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educators, parents, industry, unions and politicians.  Therefore, this is what we have agreed.  As at December of 
this year, it will be legislated federally that there will be no more time-served apprenticeships; rather, all 
apprenticeships will be competency-based.  Competency-based apprenticeships have been in place for many 
years.  However, those apprenticeships have always been based on a time frame.  That will disappear.  Under a 
competency-based process, if the training is adequate and the youngster is bright enough, the youngster will no 
longer need to serve a four-year or five-year apprenticeship but will be able to qualify in a two-year or three-year 
time frame.  For the metal trades, it will be a two or two and a half year time frame.  This state has put in place 
skilled task force areas chaired by heads of industry.  I have named those people previously, but it is worth 
naming them again.  They are: Dale Alcock, in charge of construction; Kate Lamont, in charge of hospitality; 
Steve Murdoch, in charge of metals; Bruce Lake, in charge of the resource sector; and Rod Slater, chair of the 
Royal Automobile Club of Western Australia and head of numerous companies.  That group has already put 
together skilled apprenticeships based on competency.  That is one of the reasons that youngsters are now seeing 
apprenticeships as offering an alternative lifestyle.  I can tell all the school students in the gallery today that the 
new elite of Europe today are qualified tradespeople.  That is because there is a world shortage of skilled 
tradespeople.  I am one of those people who has the opportunity to go all around the world.  When I go all 
around the world, I see Australians with those qualifications who are in demand all around the world.  The 
provision of skills training is changing rapidly.  The advantage of competency-based training is that it can meet 
the needs of the nation very rapidly.  We do not want a drop off in skills.  We are not America.  We are a small 
nation.  We cannot afford to lose our skills base.  We need to be smart about hanging onto our skills.  However, 
we need to deliver skills training more quickly.  That is what we are doing. 

No government wants to bond, or tie, apprentices to a particular company.  Some employers want bonds; others 
do not.  However, bonding is coming back, because of the impact of the resource sector, which is taking people 
out of apprenticeships more quickly than it has ever done before.   

Mr B.J. Grylls interjected. 

Mr N.R. MARLBOROUGH:  No, they have not stopped trying.  As I have just indicated, in the past four years 
there have been 16 800 new employees in apprenticeships.  That is a significant increase.  The member for 
Greenough mentioned Susan Bell.  Someone from my office has spoken to Susan Bell today.  She has never said 
that she is not going to train.  She has said that she is concerned about what is taking place.  She has raised 
issues, and I am continuing to talk to her, through my office, so that we can try to overcome those problems.  I 
have already outlined the initiatives that the minister and the government are taking.  We are doing a great job.  
This state is leading the nation in apprenticeship training throughout Australia. 
 


