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Introduction

The development of a skilled workforce capable of supporting our communities and maintaining high standards of services in the local government water industry cannot be left to chance. It is widely acknowledged that skill shortages and workforce development are critical issues facing the industry and that no single industry member is able to address these issues single handedly. Even large water utilities with the capacity to provide their own training services rely to some extent on external organisations and the broad development of the whole industry. It is acknowledged that better partnerships between the industry and the education and training sectors are essential for future growth and sustainability.
Workforce Development is an over-arching concept that links skills with the way work is organised. It signals a better balance between gaining, use and renewal of skills in the workplace and is an appropriate response to the implications of ageing and demographic change on the labour market.
It is important to emphasise that this workforce development strategy is merely the beginning of a challenging but important journey for the local government water industry. It is recognised that the industry requires, but also promotes the development of a suite of highly valuable skills and competencies and that these should be recognised. The development of the industry’s workforce is also integrally linked to building cohesive and productive communities, particularly in remote and small communities.
The overall goal of this strategy is to place focus on training and development opportunities for staff in the local government water industry to overcome a lack of a cohesive emphasis in this area in the past. The issues involved in achieving this are extensive and the goals will not be achieved immediately. However, the proposed strategy provides a solid beginning for this journey.
Principles

1. To develop a culture of valuing the important contribution of water industry workers;

2. To provide all local government water industry workers with access to appropriate training and development opportunities;

3. To develop training strategies with a Whole-of-Industry focus and provide workers with accredited qualifications recognised by the national water industry;

4. To create sustainable solutions that acknowledge the unique challenges facing local government water industry workers; and
5. To improve community outcomes and service standards through the development of the workforce.
Enablers and Critical Success Factors

1. Involvement and consultation with stakeholders;

2. Whole-of-Industry commitment to success of the Strategy;

3. Continual review and improvement;

4. Development of appropriate training capacity; and

5. Continued commitment and funding.

Background
A shortage of appropriately skilled professionals, high rates of retirement and export from the industry, and reductions in the number of new recruits have been identified as critical issues for the Australian water industry. Even where industry members are making a concerted effort to increase staff skills, there is often difficulty in accessing appropriate training and development services. Further, links between such development and appropriate industry recognition and reward structures are not always clear.

These issues are overlaid on a background of unprecedented demographic change in Australia’s communities including rapid population growth in many areas. The central role played by the water industry in all Australian communities means that poor development can have significant flow-on socio-economic and environmental consequences. Such impacts have been highlighted in recent years in many areas around the country because of extended drought.
A strategy is required to promote workforce development across the local government water industry that includes the small and medium utilities that provide fundamental water services to many of Australia’s communities outside metropolitan areas. Service Providers in these areas will benefit from a coordinated, but flexible whole-of-industry approach to training and development. In locations where provision of water services is more centralised, the benefits of the strategy will be through industry and staff development, and broader access to quality-assured training and development opportunities. 
Ultimately, integration at an industry level will complement and provide a firm basis for any coordinated approach on training that may emerge from the Council of Australian Governments and the National Water Commission. The strategy will also complement and support, regionally, the efforts of national industry bodies such as the Australian Water Association’s Water Industry Capacity Initiative, the Water Industry Training Association and professional bodies such as the Water Industry Operator’s Association and the Institute of Public Works Engineers Australia.
Developing a workforce development strategy is an opportunity to provide the local government water industry with the support and assistance to increase not only the skills and knowledge of workers, but also the capacity of the sector as a whole. To be sustainable, we must develop, cultivate and maintain a specialist and professional workforce, ensuring a basic level of well-qualified personnel.

Environmental Scan

The Water Industry in Australia is a dispersed and decentralised mix of large, medium and small service providers. While all water service providers require skilled operations staff or ‘water industry workers’ the skills and levels of specialisation of these workers varies depending on the size of the provider and also from State to State. In some jurisdictions, urban water services are provided by local government or government-owned corporations (with varying levels of privatisation) each with their own structures and frameworks for managing training.

Within the Water Industry, workforce development plans are generally created individually by water service providers. Larger utilities sometimes develop their own RTO capacities for internal (and occasionally external) training purposes. Without preventing individual employer responses to local needs, greater integration of workforce development is required to allow uniform access to consistent and quality-assured training across the water industry at all levels.
In Queensland, water services to all urban areas are provided by Local Governments. In March 2008 amalgamations of more than 140 Local Government water service providers resulted in 73 Councils that provide water services to the vast majority of Queenslanders. These councils form the membership of the Queensland Water Directorate (qldwater) and also the Local Government Association of Queensland. The industry works together through common channels as water service providers and many utilities cooperate at a regional level. Links among the industry are provided by qldwater in a number of ways including representation by the Technical Reference Group made up of 16 high-level water managers from around the State. 

In NSW, 114 local governments provide all water services outside of the major metropolitan areas. These local governments are members of the NSW Water Directorate and are also represented by the Local Government Shires Association. In Tasmania, there are currently 20 local governments providing water services to the majority of the Tasmania population. Hobart Water is a bulk provider to the Southern Councils and is developing a training capacity. The industry will soon change with three large organisations representing local government water service providers regionally across the State.
In Victoria, outside the Melbourne metropolitan area, water services are provided by local government-owned organisations with bulks supplies from state-owned corporations such as the Goulburn-Murray Water. There is already some existing training capacity within some of the water providers in Victoria. In the remaining States and Territories, large government-owned corporations provide water services or outsource these services to private providers. A number of these large organisations have their own training and development capacity.
National
In addition to internal industry drivers for an improved framework for water industry training, are pressures driven by the increasing interest in water services at a national level. The creation of the National Water Commission and the focus on water by the Council of Australian Governments has resulted in a period of continuing change for the industry. A number of initiatives are currently studying the acknowledged issue of a lack of staff in the water industry across Australia. While there is as yet no clear unified position on industry training, there has been a proliferation of ad hoc training offered by a range of providers. While this competition and diversity of providers can be beneficial to the water industry it also serves to dilute training in nationally accredited and recognised courses that promote cohesive development of the industry’s workforce.

Blended Teaching Modes.
An essential part of this Workforce Development Strategy is the focus on the need of ‘blended’ approaches to training and development for the local government water industry. Shift-work, staff shortages and remoteness mean that face-to-face education alone does not provide adequate opportunities for the required increases in industry training. The need for e-learning and distance education to be an integral part of this framework is clear although face-to-face training will remain an essential component of most water industry units. 
Online learning has not been embraced broadly by the water industry in the past. e-learning for water industry workers has been developed in Queensland by Wide Bay TAFE and complements face-to-face and distance education modes for the Water Industry. However, it is still in its infancy and requires further support to promote the benefits and bridge the barriers preventing this mode from achieving the success which is possible and demonstrated in other industries. Online induction programs have been successful in SE Water (Melbourne) but otherwise the use of e-learning by the water industry is rare outside Queensland.
Desired outcomes

The desired outcomes of the Workforce Development Strategy are to:

· Improve recruitment and retention of local government water industry employees;

· Address the perception of the water industry and emphasise the life and career enhancing experience that accrue from the benefits of additional development;

· Enhance access to workforce development for all water industry employees;

· Encourage ongoing, better practice in water industry workforce development, including the identification of new and innovative approaches; and

· Develop mechanisms for evaluation that relate to the key objectives of the RWD Strategy.

Action Plan
	Outputs
	Actions
	

	1. Enhanced training and development opportunities.

	1.1 Responsive, flexible training and development services available for all water industry workers.
	Facilitate industry coordination with services through existing peak bodies, Australian universities and tertiary ‘hubs’ (e.g. International Centre of Excellence for Water resources Management, International Water Centre).
	

	
	Promote partnerships between industry and appropriate providers.
	

	
	Complement and facilitate industry partnerships with Australian RTOs and existing coordinated training programs (e.g. Water Industry Capacity Development Initiative, Water Industry area of Government Skills Australia, Water Industry Training Association).
	

	
	Negotiate appropriate product packaging for the local government water industry to meet industry needs and demand. 
	

	
	Initiate blended delivery styles taking into account distance, face-to-face and e-learning modes.
	

	
	Negotiate additional courses/units from providers as required.
	

	
	Complement and partner with programs of industry associations (e.g. Australian Water Association, Water Industry Operators Association, Institute of Public Works Engineers Australia)
	

	1.2 Promotion to industry of Training and Development.
	Industry promotion of available, nationally-recognised training and development for the local government water Industry.
	

	
	Joint development of promotional materials and information with other industry bodies and associations.
	

	
	Promotion and development of innovative industry incentives.
	

	
	Promotion of courses/units/ materials focused on the needs of local government water industry.
	

	
	Promotion of training and development opportunities linked with workplace reward structures.
	

	1.3 Increased capacity of training and development service providers.
	Map support activities for existing development programs including those of the Australian Water Association (e.g. the Water Industry Capacity Development Group), Government Skills Australia, Water Industry Operators Association, Water Industry Training Association and the Water Services Association of Australia.
	

	
	Provide industry input and assistance to enhance existing programs with relevance to the local government water industry.
	

	
	Create or enhance industry partnerships with existing associations, RTOs and university hubs.
	

	2. Fewer barriers to  water industry involvement in training &development.

	2.1 Increased understanding of industry barriers. 
	Collate existing reviews of gaps in skills training and professional development (e.g. WICD).
	

	
	Map known barriers to increased industry uptake of training and development opportunities (making use of existing reviews (e.g. WICD, WIOWA).
	

	
	Consultation and survey of industry members to analyse existing and emerging issues inhibiting uptake of training and development opportunities in the local government water industry.
	

	2.2  Effective pathways and recognition arrangements across qualifications and institutions
	Develop industry framework, integrating training and skills based on best-practice examples.
	

	
	Strengthen partnerships with Government agencies impacting on workforce development.
	

	
	Incorporate industry framework initially in SEQ and then for the whole of Queensland and seek support with complementary approaches in other jurisdictions.
	

	2.3  Promote and recognise excellence in learning and training.
	Integrate training into excellence awards of existing industry bodies (e.g. AWA, IPWEA, WIOWA).
	

	
	Develop award for excellence in local government water industry training for Education and training providers.
	

	3. Development of innovative products.

	3.1 Links with existing training and development frameworks.
	Link with and promote existing training and development frameworks (e.g. WICD Awards Program and Intra Water Industry Secondments, IPWEA – Engineering Fully Loaded program).
	

	
	Develop non-financial and financial incentives to promote industry involvement in training and development opportunities.
	

	
	Provide industry-generated information to assist water industry workers to make informed decisions about work and study throughout their careers.
	

	
	Provide information to allow industry employers to make informed choices about training options, opportunities and allow benchmarking of industry outcomes.
	

	
	
	

	
	
	



