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Thank you for your welcome. 

It’s great to be here and a very special privilege to deliver the Mick Young Oration.

Time to stop and remember the legacy of Mick Young. A man who was both a close mate and an inspiration to me.

Mick Young was an Australian hero. A bloke who started out in the shearing sheds of New South Wales and became a Federal Cabinet Minister. 

Who spent most of his boyhood helping his mother raise her family of seven boys. When Mick left school at 15 to be a shearer, the world did not offer him many opportunities.

But he spent his whole life creating opportunities for others especially in training and education. Because what drove Mick Young was his belief in a fair go for everyone. Mick’s fire and conviction will never be extinguished. 

It lives on in the work of the Mick Young Foundation which every year, gives hundreds of Australians the gift of education and opportunity.

Mick and I were great mates. We shared the passionate conviction that every Australian, whatever their background, should be given every opportunity to reach their full potential through learning and training.

As TAFE directors, at the frontline in training and education, I know you share this passion. And, I have to tell you, it’s my burning ambition to become Australia’s Education Prime Minister that drives me on every day.

REBUILDING TRAINING AND EDUCATION

Today I want to talk to you about why I’m so passionate about rebuilding training and education in Australia. Why it will be a top priority in the government I lead.

Being here at your conference is a great opportunity for me to lay out my plans to train the highly-skilled, smart workforce that our country needs. In particular, my plans to rebuild the TAFE system into a world class training network. Modern, innovative and responsive to national workforce requirements.

That’s why, as one of my first priorities in government I’ll move immediately to get rid of TAFE fees in traditional trades and childcare.

I’ll overhaul the New Apprenticeship Scheme. I’ll transform it into a flexible, responsive system that works for apprentices and employers. I’ll give apprentices real incentives to finish their training.

I’ll double the number of school based apprentices in areas of skills shortage with extra funding per place. I’ll give every student the opportunity to go to a specialised trades school. And I’ll give them the chance to try out a trade at school before they make career decisions.

I’ll have more to say about these policies later.

THE HOWARD GOVERNMENT RECORD

But first I invite you to compare my plans for training and education with the record of the Howard Government.

Because all the rhetoric and all the political fixes can’t disguise this shameful fact. That Australia is now the only developed economy in the world where public investment in post-school education and training has actually gone backwards.  The only one. 

Under John Howard, Australia’s investment in our TAFEs and universities has declined by seven per cent. Compare that with what our competitors have done. On average, across the rest of the OECD, investment has jumped by 48 per cent.

The Howard Government is the only government of a developed country that’s been so short-sighted, it’s ripped funding out of our TAFEs and universities. The only one.

At the same time, John Howard turned 300 000 Australians away from TAFE. Instead importing 270,000 skilled migrants. 

If the Howard Government matched the annual average for training trade apprentices achieved under the Hawke/Keating Government, Australia would have had 160,00 extra trade apprentices in training over the last decade.

Instead, John Howard turned 300,000 Australians away from TAFE while employers were crying out for skilled people– chippies, sparkies and brickies; welders, mechanics, fabricators, panel beaters, chefs, child care workers. The list goes on and on.
John Howard, so arrogant, so out of touch, ignored the calls from employers who couldn’t get skilled workers. Refused to listen to the chorus of warnings from the Reserve Bank that rising inflation in the economy is partly due to the skills crisis.

He did nothing as the economy strained under the pressure of capacity constraints.  Stood by as the skills shortages fuelled inflation and put upward pressure on interest rates.

Well finally, last month we saw the Government finally announce a long-overdue skills package. It’s a welcome admission that we do have a skills crisis but it falls well short of a comprehensive plan. 

And there’s nothing in it for young people under 25. It does nothing for the young people identified as doing it tough in last week’s report from the Dusseldorp Skills Forum.
The 12 per cent of 15 and 24 year-olds who are unemployed or want more work.  And the 50 per cent of kids who leave school early who aren’t in full time work or learning, six months on. Another report with more worrying statistics and one which I view very seriously. 

Along with research by the Australian Industry Group that says two thirds of our jobs need a vocational education, but only one third of the working population has this training.

Because, like you, I know these are much more than just numbers on a page. It’s the wasted potential of the 330,000 young Australians who’ve been excluded from full time work. It’s the dismal future ahead for the growing number of teenagers and young adults who can only get part time work. 

The thousands of kids who have a job, but casual and low paid. 

So that finding the money to train, to buy a house, to support a family are simply out of the question. All they have to look forward to is a lifetime of subsistence. I see this as an indictment of this Government’s record. And as a measure of its failure to invest in the skills and training of our people.

NATION BUILDING IN SKILLS AND TRAINING

So let me make this very clear: I have a very different approach to training and education.

I regard investment in the skills and education of our workforce as a major economic priority. For me investment in skills is at the heart of nation building. And that’s what my Party is all about. The nation building that will guarantee our future prosperity. 

The nation building that gives all Australians the best opportunity to build their own future. Through their own hard work and with a government ready and willing to invest in their skills. 

Because when hardworking Australians do the heavy lifting that we’re depending on for economic growth, I’ll make sure they’re rewarded.

Because when you put in you should get back. That’s why my Government will teach and train Australians. 

So we can go up the high-wage, high-skill road. Not down John Howard’s low-wage, low-skill road to nowhere.

TAFE

And at the core of my commitment to skills and training is the national TAFE training network. TAFE is the mainstay provider of technical and trade training in Australia. 

Each year its 55 colleges and institutes enrol 1.6 million Australians; including more than three quarters of our trainees and apprentices. TAFE is also a vital part of community life, especially in regional Australia.

The Mayor of one country town got it so right when he said: 

“TAFE keeps opportunity alive in this town”.

I’m sure all of you here would agree. That’s why we need a TAFE system that properly resourced and supported by the Federal Government.
Supported not just with more funding, although that helps, but with recognition the key role that TAFE plays. In the lives of our communities and by helping our industries get the skilled workforce they need to compete and grow.

Our TAFE system is admired around the world as the cornerstone of our skilled workforce. It’s reputation built on the legion of skilled workers it has trained.

Labor will re-invigorate and change our education and training system concentrating on solid re-investment in our core skills. That’s why I’ll act immediately to train the skilled tradespeople we need.

Getting rid of TAFE fees

The first thing I’ll do is pay the upfront TAFE fees for traditional trade apprentices through the establishment of a Skills Account for every trade apprentice. 

We will deposit $800 per year for up to four years in an apprentice’s Skills Account. This will help get rid of up-front TAFE fees for 60,000 traditional apprentices who commence their training each year. 
The account could pay for TAFE fees, other non-school training fees, and fees for the training component of materials and resources charges. Money in the accounts could also be used to further develop and update an apprentice’s skills once they have their trade.

And I’ll extend my Skills Account policy to get rid of TAFE fees for child care trainees. A Federal Labor Government will make an initial deposit of $1200 per year, for up to two years, in a child care trainee’s Skills Account. 
Trade Completion Bonus

And I’ll give people real incentives to complete their training. Currently 40 per cent of traditional trade apprentices don’t complete their training. 

In the latest quarter surveyed by the National Centre for Vocational Education Research, almost as many apprentices dropped out as qualified.

That’s why I’ll deliver a $2,000 Trade Completion Bonus to encourage traditional apprentices to finish their courses. The first $1,000 would be paid half way through their apprenticeship, and the second when training is completed. 

We estimate that halving the current drop-out rate will bring an extra 10,000 qualified tradespeople on stream. The Trade Completion Bonus is one part of the solution.

Reforming apprenticeships

Reforming the culture of apprenticeships is another. If we’re serious about training, we must reform the New Apprenticeships Scheme. I’ve met a lot of apprentices in my travels and they’re a great, hardworking bunch of kids.

But sometimes they get a raw deal. If we want to get more young people into trades and keep them there we must treat them better. I believe they should get better pay. It’s no wonder they’re dropping out at such a rate. 

There they are earning six or seven dollars an hour while their mates pulling beers at the local club are earning twenty. And we must make sure they’re given real work to do, more than sweeping the floor or going out to buy the lunches. 

And we need to improve their training conditions and facilities. There are many companies and businesses that take their training responsibilities very seriously. But we need to encourage more businesses to take on more apprentices. This won’t be achieved unless the New Apprenticeships Scheme is completely overhauled. 

Not the Howard Government’s approach which was to take the old Apprenticeship Scheme and give it a new name and logo. That’s not reform; it’s just smoke and mirrors.
What’s needed is a real apprenticeship program that invests in developing traditional trade skills and that’s what I’ll deliver. Not a scheme where a staggering 40 per cent of those who start a New Apprenticeship don’t complete their training.

By increasing incentive payments for skills on the National Skills Shortage List. And making sure incentive payments help employers providing traditional apprenticeships taking up to 4 years to complete, in preference to short one-year traineeships.

School-based apprenticeships

I’ll also introduce a Trades in Schools Scheme. To double the number of school based apprentices in areas of skills shortage and to provide extra funding per place.

This would amount to a 50 per cent 'skill shortage loading' for school-based trade apprenticeships and an additional $1,750 per student apprentice would be paid directly to schools.

Trades schools

And I’ll give every student the choice of attending a trades school.

This country made a mistake when we turned our back on trades education in schools. Now, in many parts of Australia, high schools are “zoned” so that local children are really only able to attend local, comprehensive high schools.

So I will deliver a nationally co-ordinated system of senior secondary schools allowing schools to specialise - in particular in trades training and in science and technology.  

This would mean that Year 11 and 12 students could do the final years of their senior certificate along with a vocational course at TAFE. I’ll introduce Labor’s Trade Taster Program to give kids in Year 9 and 10 a chance to try out a trade.

My plans are not just important policy commitments. My plans are also long term reforms requiring tough decisions.

Delivering more trade training funding through individual accounts and incentives for completion, instead of expanding old-fashioned block funding agreements, is long-term reform. It’s not easy.

Overhauling apprenticeship funding so that it meets the long term needs of the whole economy, rather than the short-term preferences of individual firms, is long-term reform. It’s not easy.

Driving parent and student choice in the public school system is long-term reform.  It’s not easy. But Australia needs these long-term reforms to build our future prosperity.  That’s why I’m so determined to put them in place.

Middle Australia now has a very clear choice at the next election

John Howard’s plan: cut Australian wages and conditions and import skills.  My plan: train Australians first and train Australians now.

TAFE workforce

I know one of the biggest challenges you face as TAFE directors is meeting your workforce needs.   

Your recent discussion paper highlighted the need for workforce renewal in TAFE, driven by the ageing of the TAFE workforce. It’s the same message I get when I talk to staff at your colleges.  They tell me about the problem of recruiting and retaining TAFE lecturers. 

Ironically, it’s even more difficult in the current climate of skill shortages where tradespeople are in such high demand.

Both your discussion paper, and the recent TAFE Futures report conducted for the Australian Education Union, highlighted that professional development is critical to ensure that TAFE teaching staff keep up to date with their technical expertise and industry practices.

It’s clear to me that national leadership on TAFE workforce development is needed. Government should be bringing industry, TAFE and staff together to find solutions that allow flexibility while providing employment security.

The Howard Government’s only answer is to put everyone on AWAs. That’s a recipe for job insecurity, not improving workforce development. I’m attracted to options like a scholarship program to encourage older tradespeople, who don’t want to work full time anymore, to take some paid time off to get a TAFE teacher qualification. 

Once they’re qualified and with flexible employment arrangements they could work part-time in their own trade at the same time teaching at TAFE. This is just one of many ideas that we should be looking at to solve TAFE workforce shortages. 

Conclusion

Tonight I’ve asked you to compare my plan for training and education with the Howard Government’s ten years of neglect.

My plan to turn around the skills crisis – John Howard’s years of denial that it even exists.

My plan to train Australians first and now – John Howard’s record of turning 300,000 Australians away from TAFE.

My plan to get more Australians into apprenticeships and keep them there – John Howard’s decision to bring in foreign apprentices.

My plan to rebuild TAFE; to make it the foundation of an innovative, world class training system – John Howard’s floundering Technical Colleges which two years down the track are struggling to get off the ground.
My plan to be the Education Prime Minister that our country so badly needs – John Howard’s obsession with winning another election at any cost.

These are the abiding and defining differences between me and John Howard. I believe getting the future right means getting training and education right. To give all Australians the chance to be the nation builders we need.

To lift all our people by investing in all of them. It means providing opportunity. It means an education and training system for the future.

It’s what Mick Young would have expected from us.

Thank you.

6
5

