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As the ninth-largest employer in Western Australia, over the past 10 years, employment in the 
manufacturing sector has been volatile. 

In May 2008, Western Australia’s manufacturing sector constituted 9.0 per cent of Western 
Australian employment, employing approximately 103,000 employees.  By May 20192, this 
number had fallen to 93,906, an 8.8 per cent decline over the decade.  Although the 2019 result 
is a 2.7% increase over the May 2018 figure. 

Manufacturing employment peaked in February 2009, at 105,100 employees with 88.9 per cent 
in full time employment.  The sector’s employment trough was experienced in August 2017, 
when the workforce contracted to 68,900 employees with 82.1 per cent of these being employed 
on a full time basis3.  From the recent peak to trough, Western Australia’s manufacturing 
industry has contracted 34.4 per cent. The first half of 2019 has shown some promise with 
modest employment growth with the vast majority of this growth being in full time employment 
(over 75 per cent). 

Nationally, industry report serious challenges in accessing high-quality Vocational Education 
and Training (VET) which have led to a substantial reduction in training being undertaken in the 
industry. At the same time that training effort is decreasing, there has been a shift in the 
educational profile of new applicants looking to enter the Plastics, Rubber and Cablemaking 
industry. As a consequence of negative media about the future of the wider manufacturing 
sector, people seeking work in this segment of the manufacturing industry are increasingly 
being reported to have lower levels of academic attainment, and consequently to have lower 
levels of Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) skills. This shift in the 
profile of applicants to the industry comes at a time when job roles are changing and there is an 
increasing need for STEM skills. 4 

The process manufacturing industries in Western Australia have an ageing workforce, which 
highlights the importance of knowledge transfer in the industry and a need to build a talent 
pipeline through attracting a younger workforce. Industry has expressed a need to examine a 
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more widespread introduction of apprenticeships however there is a paucity of training provision 
capacity and capability in Western Australia.  The demise of North Metropolitan TAFE’s 
PARTEC capability has seen technical training delivery for the plastics and rubber industry 
largely confined to private training providers and South Metropolitan TAFE (fiberglass 
shipbuilding).  Industry reports the inflexible delivery of this qualification is not meeting the 
needs of the composites sector outside shipbuilding. 

The RITC sees potential for growth in this industry sector to support an expansion in Western 
Australia’s resources sector which will also support a diversification in the State’s industry base 
and create new jobs in Western Australia’s manufacturing industry.   

The WA State Government’s recent announcement of the establishment of a Future Batteries 
Industry Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) presents an opportunity for the WA manufacturing 
industry to manufacture key components for research and testing5 (jtsi.wa.gov.au/news-
media/news-detail/2019/04/11/wa-to-host-australia's-future-battery-industries). 

There is an opportunity to establish a new set of career pathways into the industry, including 
creation of school-based pathways.  Based on industry consultations, the RITC believes 
opportunities exist to explore adoption of the construction industry’s “Schools 2 Skills” model 
which creates flexible pathways into the construction industry for post compulsory school 
students, for apprentices which are currently not offered in Western Australia, which could lead 
to occupations as: Rubber Moulding Machine Operator, Injection Moulding Operator, Plastics 
Production Operator, Composites Operator, Fabrication Operator (Plastics) and Rubber 
Production Operator. This will be further tested with industry during the second half of 2018. 

Plastics, rubber and cablemaking training package provision is limited to 18 providers in 
Western Australia according to the National Register, with 5 of the 8 Western Australian 
providers offering limited units of competency, mostly in polyethylene pipe welding. The 
remaining 3 providers all offer specific industrial conveyor belt technician qualifications in 
support of Western Australia’s resources sector.  Western Australian TAFEs do not offer 
qualifications from this training package as previously noted6. 

Should Western Australia’s plastics and rubber industry embrace training and skills 
development as a means of dealing with some workforce challenges identified, it may be 
possible for the TAFE system to partner with well-developed delivery capability in the Eastern 
States, most notably Queensland and Victoria (Queensland’s Plastic and Rubber Technical 
Education Centre – PARTEC and Victoria’s composites capability) to organize delivery to meet 
industry demand.  This would be an interim solution while Western Australian TAFE capability 
scales up to meet increasing industry demand. 

Industry identified the Australian Standards as having a positive impact for Western Australian 
manufacturers.  These standards have requirements which inhibit cheap poorly constructed 
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imports being imported for use in Australia. It was noted the high standards also help 
manufacturers export quality products to the USA and Europe. 

All sectors in the manufacturing industry are experiencing challenges related to the introduction 
of new technology. As businesses invest in technology to retain their competitiveness, they face 
challenges in relation to upskilling and reskilling their existing workforce, as well as significant 
capital costs. Changing job roles (often as a result of technological change) are also triggering a 
demand for hybrid skills.7 

As industry implements new advanced technologies, automation and computer based 
applications, it will rely more heavily on upskilling its workforce to remain internationally 
competitive. 

The Kwinana Industrial Area is also home to a number of large chemical companies which 
integrate into the Western Australian industry value chain in addition to direct export.  These 
companies include Wesfarmers, Coogee Chemicals and Nufarm.  In addition, Burrup Fertilisers 
has a presence in Karratha where it is situated in close proximity to gas feedstocks.   

According to IBISWorld data, Western Australia accounts for 12.6 per cent of national product in 
the basic chemical and chemical products industry.  The largest sector is the explosives sector 
where the state has a 22.4 per cent share of national product.  This is shown in the following 
table: 

The ANZSIC C18 Subdivision includes8: 

% 
national 
product 

WA 
returns 
($m) 

% growth 
18 – 23 

C1811 - Industrial Gas Manufacturing 25 113.3 1.6 ^ 

C1813 - Basic Inorganic Chemical Manufacturing 7.5 11.9 1.6 ^ 
C1821 - Synthetic Resin and Synthetic Rubber 
Manufacturing 7.3 7.8 -2.6 v 

C1831 - Fertiliser Manufacturing 14.7 104 1.7 ^ 

C1832 - Pesticide Manufacturing 15 12.3 0.5 ^ 

C1841 - Pharmaceutical Product Manufacturing 8.1 81 1.7 ^ 

C1842 - Veterinary Pharmaceutical Manufacturing 4.2 3.2 3.6 ^ 

C1851 - Soap and Cleaning Compound Manufacturing 9.9 40 1.9^ 

C1892 - Explosives Manufacturing 22.4 181 2.2 

Total 12.6 554.5 0.7^ 
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Access to long term and competitively priced natural gas supply as a feedstock was identified 
by Chemistry Australia (formerly the Plastics and Chemicals Industries Association – PACIA) in 
its strategic roadmap document released in mid-20149.   This roadmap identified the importance 
of a strong innovation ecosystem (linked to a robust research and development capability) and 
appropriate intellectual property safeguards.   

Faced with competition from lower wage economies in the region, it is important to create a 
different and unique value proposition.  Chemistry Australia believes innovation is a key 
competitive advantage which the chemicals and plastics industry and their downstream 
associated industries, need to have in order to meet the demands of growing markets globally 
(and domestically). 

From a Western Australian standpoint, this is being delivered through the establishment of a 
WA Chemistry Innovation Hub which is supported by the Western Australian Government as 
part of its economic diversification agenda.  The initiative also aligns with the State’s focus on 
innovation and further development of its science, technology engineering and mathematics 
(STEM) capability. 

Led by Curtin University and Chemistry Australia together with CSIRO and industry, the Hub will 
contribute to technology and talent innovation through10: 

• Improvements to chemical and plant operations which will reduce costs and energy 
usage; 

• Development of new materials and products that help customers be more globally 
competitive; 

• Digital product extension, including digital mapping and analysis; 

• Strengthened graduate and post-graduate interaction with industry, leading to greater 
student exposure to industry and the early identification of future talent; and 

• Research activities gaining deeper insights into industry’s future needs. 

From a training delivery perspective, Kwinana Industries Council (KIC) works in partnership with 
students, schools, industry, registered training organisations and Murdoch University, to 
promote educational outcomes leading to further education or employment for Western 
Australian high school students. 

The KIC model exposes students to the numerous career opportunities in industry (year 9 and 
10). The students have access to different learning programs, external to school, which include 
resume writing, mock interviews, STEM based activities and excursions to industry and 
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university, giving the students an insight into job roles and the confidence to help them realise 
their full potential.  Graduation from the Year 10 programs gives the students a ‘C’ point towards 
their Western Australian Certificate of Education (WACE). KICs Education Partnership draws 
from 17 high schools, resulting in increased enrolments and completions of certificate II, Metals 
and Engineering, and Plant Mechanic (Heavy Diesel) qualifications during year 11 and 12.  KIC 
reports 98% of the Certificate II students articulate into the associated apprenticeship. 

South Metropolitan TAFE’s ACEPT facility located at Munster, south of Fremantle plays a role in 
servicing the demand for process operators from Kwinana Industrial Area companies.  This is 
provided through a Traineeship pathway at the Certificate III level. 

INDUSTRY WORKFORCE PRIORITIES 

Nationally, it has been found that workers in the Plastics, Rubber and Cablemaking industry 
increasingly require computer literacy skills to ensure they are able to work within more 
automated plants and ensure they can integrate new technology into broader systems. Workers 
will still require training in ‘traditional’ plastics, rubber and cablemaking skills. However, these 
will increasingly need to be balanced with problem-solving and decision-making skills as 
businesses switch their operations from higher volume manufacturing to smaller runs for 
niche/new industries. This increasing demand for generic skills to complement and support 
industry-specific technical skills and knowledge is common across other parts of the 
manufacturing sector.11  

Strong potential to develop new career pathways for the plastics and rubber industries in 
Western Australia which can be used as a mechanism to aggregate demand therefore 
increasing the likelihood of a positive response from Western Australia’s training system.  
Provision and capability across these industries is currently very poor in Western Australia. 

 

RESOURCE INDUSTRY TRAINING COUNCIL  

INDUSTRY DEVELOPMENTS AND WORKFORCE CHALLENGES 

PROFESSIONAL, SCIENTIFIC AND TECHNICAL SERVCIES 
SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH SERVICES 
 

This is a diverse cluster of sectors which has a predominantly university education focus and is 
therefore sensitive to the level of public resourcing.   

The majority of industry areas in scientific research services draw on laboratory skills from the 
vocational education and training system.  Typically higher level qualifications, these are integral 
to supporting university under-graduate and post-graduate researchers.   

 
11 PMB Plastics, Rubber and Cablemaking Training Package Skills Forecast and Proposed Schedule of Work 2018-
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Major providers of laboratory testing services in Western Australia are beginning to report 
shortages of skilled laboratory operations workers due to a significant upturn in activity relating 
to Western Australia’s resources sector and a tightening of funding for private training providers 
following changes to the payroll tax exemption for trainees announced by the Western 
Australian Government in late 2017.  This has impacted the industry and private training 
provider business model with the industry currently going through a period of adjustment. 

One major provider of laboratory services has reported an 8 fold increase in sampling activity 
directly attributable to the mining sector with approximately 400,000 samples being received for 
analysis on a monthly basis. 

Like a number of other industry sectors, automation is impacting areas of this industry grouping.  
The highly routine nature of sampling and analysis processes makes them and many aspects of 
laboratory operations highly prone to automation.  This is particularly the case with high 
throughput screening and sample management laboratories where time and cost efficiencies 
can be realised.  Despite this automation, human intervention will still be needed to determine 
causes of sampling irregularities and to take the necessary rectification action. 

This will require laboratory workers and researchers to have an understanding of laboratory 
automation processes and liberates them to focus on higher value adding tasks in the 
laboratory.  Early experiences from the United States suggests that in the medical area, 
hospitals have redeployed trained laboratory staff impacted by automation who are already 
familiar with the culture, language and patients for positions in new and/or growing areas of the 
industry such as customer service, diagnostic molecular laboratories and drug confirmation 
laboratories.12 

 

Emerging international, national or State training issues impacting your industry 

The laboratory industry and private training providers are adjusting to State Government 
changes made in 2017 relating to the payroll tax exemption for trainees.  This has seen 
enrolments in higher level laboratory related qualifications reduce considerably placing a 
bottleneck for laboratories gearing up to deal with a surge in demand for services coming from 
the resources and construction sectors. 

Automation will continue to have an impact on the industry over the short to medium term as 
service providers seek to gain the efficiencies automation delivers to remain competitive.  This 
will require capital investments and investments in new skills for existing and new staff. 

INDUSTRY WORKFORCE PRIORITIES 

Graduates with strong STEM skills will be required in the sector. 

 
12 http://www.labmanager.com/business-management/2017/11/going-automated-lessons-from-lab-professionals-who-
have-made-the-leap#.W2D2OMEnaUk – accessed 31 July 2018 
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This will be need to be supplemented with a sound knowledge of automated laboratory and 
research related processes and a strong understanding of potential sampling abnormalities and 
rectification actions necessary to produce valid outcomes. 

On-the-job training will increasingly be valued by employers due to the expected inability of 
training providers to maintain up to date technology for teaching and learning purposes. 

 


