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Like so many countries around the world, Australia is faced with the challenge of  a rapidly accelerating set of skill demands and a sense, like so many others, that the world is moving rapidly away from where you are.  The challenges are many, the time short, and the resources, human and fiscal, finite.  
We must look at expanding and changing the relationships between business, industry and higher education in order to take advantage of the evolving circumstances.  
We have been assured that we are on the verge of incredible breakthroughs in science, technology and engineering.  The pace of invention will expand exponentially.  What will be the education to prepare workers in this world?  
Our dream is still to find a reusable fuel supply, or at least a reliable fuel supply, to drive industry and support commerce. This, of course, raises questions for those nations that have kept an arm’s length relationship with nuclear power. What choices will they make?  
We are also on the verge of a revolution in our food supply, an issue of enormous importance to you, with genetic modifications offering the possibility of feeding the world. Again, what choices will be made? 
We seem to have entered the 21st century with greater uncertainty than ever.  Even as we watched personal wealth grow in the 1990s, and more people than ever entered the investor class, there was an odd undercurrent of fear.  We are very worried about the disappearance of fossil fuels. Oil has become a commodity over which we will fight because of its integral relationship to our success.   Water is also becoming such a commodity, as is food in the broadest sense.  As a result, we are struggling with the language of cooperation and have fully embraced that of competition.  

How do we resolve this historic dilemma?  How do we use these circumstances that generate such fear and motivate ourselves to create comfort, wealth, justice and peace of mind?  Through education, particularly technical or skills-building education, we are providing new skills – managerial and technical – to the workforce.  We are also, however, creating society as we do this, and we need to be mindful of the society we so often cavalierly create.  
The challenges to the Australian economy are neither short-term nor local.  They are long-term, and they are global.  Like most post-industrialized countries, Australia is in a skills supply crunch.  Although we are currently concerned with getting our economies growing again, the mismatch between jobs and available skills is still at crisis proportions throughout the post-industrialized world.  All developed countries face the same challenge: declining numbers of the group that originally gave the impetus for the creation of these societies.  
As populations age and shrink, the original energy may be dissipated, and younger contenders may challenge for dominance.  The post-industrial countries have often looked to Europe’s excess population to fill their jobs, particularly their high-end jobs.  This is no longer possible–Europe’s, and its Diaspora’s, population numbers are shrinking.  In Australia, as elsewhere, this means that local populations will have to be more effectively utilized if the economy is to grow.  
Generations X, Y and E will present a particular challenge.  Those generations seem to have thrown off the psychic controls of work; they want work that is meaningful but will not consume all of their time.  For them, work must serve society as it serves them and the corporation.  How will managers and corporate strategists integrate this population into their planning when so many of our structures and belief systems pre-suppose the centrality of the company, and work, to the worker’s life?

It is a characteristic of post-industrial work that it is ever evolving.  The presumption, in the past, that you could be prepared for a job for a lifetime by taking a credential, whether a certificate or degree, has gone the way of the dinosaurs.  Jobs are constantly evolving and so, too, must the worker.  
A totally different kind of worker from “Machine Man” is now needed.  

The education provided must be equal to the task of creating the new worker described.  
Institutions will need to provide training / education for initial workforce entry but more importantly, given the human resource constraints, they will be the instruments of workforce regeneration.  Continuous and increasing improvements in the workforce will be the order of the day.  Australia will have to find ways of raising the whole floor of its educational skill level at the same time it becomes more inclusive of those populations that have not traditionally performed optimally in the existing educational structures.  

Finally, institutions will have to recognize fully the relationship between the deployment of scarce resources and the expected return on investment.  Part of the process of moving to the center of the government’s workforce strategy will be increased scrutiny and heightened expectations.  The leadership of these institutions will not be jobs for the faint-hearted or those not intellectually curious. Constant challenge will be the expectation and increasing standards of excellence the demand.  Accountability will be the watch-word.

The breadth and depth of pre-tertiary education will have to be brought in line with the expectations of the economy and the social aspirations of the country as well.  

The control of education must be an academic function, but educators must be entrepreneurial and fully aware of the market.  They must be responsive to the values and expectations of their local or national industries.   Funding agencies in this type of system will have to be rational as well.  They will have to fund the capacity they desire.  
These efforts are only possible when business, colleges and government are willing and able to collaborate and the proper incentives are put in place.  
As I have seen the community colleges, so I see the TAFE institutes.  Not simply a mechanism by which skills are transferred, but an institution which gives voice to the voiceless, a place of refuge for the powerless and the constructor of hope that makes the fulfillment of the human possibilities of thousands a reality. The challenges are many, but I am confident that the TAFE institutes are up to the task.
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