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Let me start by saying that Mrs Joanna Gash, the Member for Gilmore, is unable to attend this morning. However, we do have a representative from her office here with us today, Sean Burns and we thank him for coming along today.  

In addition, Mrs Gash has arranged for Milton Lay, the CEO of the Shoalhaven Consultative Committee to open this event on her behalf.  I would now like you to welcome Milton Lay. 

Milton Lay

Let me start by saying how very pleased I am to be here at the Nowra, Better Connections Workshop.
Also thank you all for coming today I  know how busy you and we appreciate the effort you have made to come here today, hopefully we will all be able to walk away today with a strongly supported  Action Plan.

It is good to see representatives here today from a wide range of organisations – not only Australian Government funded but also a range of other service providers, the local chamber, and also State government representatives.  

The Better Connections Workshops are part of the Employer Demand and Workplace Flexibility Strategy announced by the Australian Government in the 2005 Budget. The Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR) is running a series of workshops around Australia to bring together local employment service providers and other stakeholders to address local issues.

These workshops provide a good opportunity to look at what is happening in the labour market in the Nowra region, discuss issues and look at ways to work together to develop solutions.

At this point I would like to officially open the Better Connection Workshops and encourage all of you to participate with enthusiasm during today.  I will hand over to the DEWR representative who will now go through the objectives of the workshop today.
Slide 2

Origins: The Department undertakes a range of research and analysis in relation to the labour market. The workshops provide an opportunity to share some of this information with people who can make things happen on the ground and use it in a practical way.

Almost every day you open up a newspaper you see an article about skill and labour shortages in a particular industry. The Department undertakes a lot of work in relation to this issue and works with a range of other agencies including the Department of Education, Science and Training (particularly in relation to vocational education and training) and the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (in relation to its skilled migration programme) – also the Department of Industry, Tourism and Resource and the Department of Transport and Regional Services.

Running a series of workshops in specific locations was identified as one way in which we could share some of this work and use it as a basis for identifying issues, opportunities and linkages relevant to a local area. And in many cases tap into some of the work that is already underway in the local area. 
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The object of the workshops is to:

· develop local strategies to address local labour supply and skill shortage issues

· increase labour market participation for the target groups – mature aged, parents, people with a disability, Indigenous Australians, long-term unemployed, people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds and youth

· establish and further develop linkages between relevant organisations.
To give you a feel for activities resulting from previous workshops I’ll just give a few brief examples of the sorts of work underway.

· Employment programs in various industries for highly disadvantaged job seekers, including prevocational training and placement with employers.  

· Employer forums for local businesses.

· More effective working relationships between local DEWR-funded Employment Service Providers and other organisations in the area.

· Australian Apprenticeship pilot.
· Try-a-trade expos with local TAFE colleges.
· Local Employment Promotional campaigns.
· Employment and Training Expos.
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Welcome and Introductions – there is a lot to cover today and we have provided you with pamphlets and other promotional material to assist you in finding out about some of the labour market programmes and services available.

Better Connections presentation – Michael Manthorpe, Group Manager, Labour Market Strategies Group, will provide the workshop presentation which includes a range of local demographic and labour market information to give a good profile of the region and form the basis for discussion. 

Identification and discussion of issues – we will be looking here for ideas and opportunities to better connect labour demand and supply in your local area.  

Developing an action plan – this section of the workshop will focus on labour market issues that can be realistically addressed at the local level by utilising existing resources and programmes.

Drawing it together – collectively we would like to come away today with some clear actions and an idea of who is doing what and when. I’m sure many of you have attended workshops in the past where there have been lots of ideas and discussion of issues but not much happens after the event – we hope to avoid that.

It is also worth mentioning that we see DEWR’s role as that of information sharing. In some cases we may be required to act as a catalyst for some initiatives – but the aim is for responsibility and ownership of an action plan to be taken at the local level.

Slide 5

This map shows the Shoalhaven Employment Service Area (ESA).

This is the region that we will be looking at today.
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This is a broad profile of the Shoalhaven Employment Service Area (ESA). 

Working Age Population

In the Shoalhaven ESA there is a total working age population (those aged between 15 and 64 years) of around 55 800 people (ABS Estimated Resident Population, June 2005). 

An older population compared with State and national averages

Around 45% of the working age population are aged 45-64 (many of whom are approaching retirement). 

· This is considerably higher than State and national averages (36% for both New South Wales and Australia).

There is also a large number of retirees residing in the region with around one quarter of the adult population (those aged 15 years and over) aged 65 and over, compared with 17% for New South Wales and 16% for Australia. Therefore, 59% of the adult population in Shoalhaven ESA are aged 45 years or over (compared with 47% for both NSW and Australia).

The Shoalhaven region has experienced strong population growth in the last five years, with an average annual growth rate of 1.4% compared with 0.8% for the State.

(ABS Regional Population Growth, 2005-06)

Shoalhaven ESA has the highest unemployment rate across Australia

In the 12 months to December 2006, the unemployment rate for the Shoalhaven ESA averaged 12.5% which is:

· more than twice the rate for New South Wales (5.3%) and Australia (4.9%), and 

· the highest unemployment rate recorded across all ESAs in Australia at this time. 

Unemployment trends

While most regions in Australia have experienced a decline in unemployment over the past 5 years, the unemployment rate in the Shoalhaven ESA has increased 4.1 percentage points over this same period (compared with a decline of 2.0 percentage points for Australia). This appears to be largely due to strong population growth which has exceeded the local demand for labour.

(DEWR, Small Area Labour Markets Publication)

A larger proportion of the working age population receiving Centrelink payments

Shoalhaven ESA also has a significantly larger proportion of the working age population receiving Centrelink payments compared with New South Wales (27% compared with 17% respectively). A large number of these recipients are receiving the Disability Support Pension (29%), Newstart Allowance (21%), and Parenting Payment Single (16%), which is generally in line with State and national trends.

At December 2006, the average age of job seekers who were engaged with Job Network or Job Placement Organisations was 35 years. The average duration of those engaged with Job Network receiving Centrelink payments was 26 months, which is slightly higher than the national average (23 months for Australia).

(DEWR Centrelink Administrative data – December 2006, ABS Estimated Resident Population – June 2005).

Education

At the time of the 2001 Census, almost two thirds (64%) of the Shoalhaven ESA adult population had not completed Year 12, which is considerably higher than for New South Wales and Australia (50% and 51% respectively). 

Not surprising then, a smaller proportion of the adult population had completed a non school qualification (33%) compared with NSW (36%), and a significantly smaller proportion had completed a degree (7%) compared with the State (14%).

Diversity

Around 12 per cent of the population in the Shoalhaven ESA were born overseas (compared with 23% for New South Wales), and around 4% of the population were born in non-English speaking countries (compared with 16% for NSW).

Around 1 600 people of working age in the ESA identified themselves as Indigenous. This represents approximately 3.2% of the working age population, which is higher than figures for NSW and Australia (1.6% and 1.9% respectively). Also, at this time, the Indigenous unemployment rate was 3 times higher than the non-Indigenous unemployment rate (31.9% compared with 10.4%), which is in line with State and national averages. 

(2001 Census)
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This chart compares employment by industry in the Shoalhaven ESA against New South Wales. 

We can see from the chart that employment is shared across several major industries. Retail Trade is the largest employing industry in the region, accounting for about 19% of the employment, followed by Health and Community Services (11%). Other major employing industries are Manufacturing, Construction and Government Administration and Defence. 

The distribution of employment across industries is somewhat similar to New South Wales although there are differences that affect the local labour market.

· Most notably, Government Administration and Defence accounts for a significantly larger proportion of employment in the Shoalhaven ESA compared with New South Wales overall (9% compared with 4%). This is mainly due to a number of large Defence facilities located in the Nowra region such as the naval bases, HMAS Albatross and HMAS Creswell.

· Retail Trade and Accommodation, Cafés and Restaurants also accounts for a larger proportion of employment in the Shoalhaven ESA compared with New South Wales (19% compared with 15%) which may reflect the high tourism to the region.
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This chart compares employment shares by industry in Shoalhaven for mature workers (those aged 45+) against younger workers (15–44). 
(Source: Census 2001)
We can see here that mature workers comprise more than half of the workforce in the Education and Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing industries. A high proportion of mature age workers are also employed in the Property and Business Services and Health and Community Services industries. Such industries will be more susceptible to the impacts of the ageing of the population. Many employers may be able to fill these expected gaps with the large pool of job seekers located in the region, however some employers may need to consider ways of retaining mature age workers in highly skilled positions for longer through strategies like part-time work and job sharing rather than losing them through retirement.
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Next we look at skills in demand in the Shoalhaven ESA.

Information on skills in demand is difficult to obtain. The Department monitors and undertakes research on skills in demand and prepares listings of these occupations at the State and national level. The prime focus of DEWR’s approach is surveying employers who have recently advertised vacancies for selected skilled occupations, although contact is also made with industry and employer organisations. This information is published on the Australian Government’s Workplace site (www.workplace.gov.au/skillsindemand). 

Some information on skills in demand and recruitment is contained in the publication ‘Australian Jobs 2006’. This publication includes a matrix of the job prospects for 400 occupations and is available today in your packs. 

To gain a greater understanding of skills in demand and recruitment issues in the Shoalhaven area, DEWR recently conducted a telephone survey of local employers (February 2007). Findings from the survey provide a good indication of the extent and nature of recruitment difficulties that local employers face and can identify labour market opportunities that employment service providers can tap into.

The Shoalhaven Skills in Demand Survey collected information from 351 businesses across eight major industries. 

Around 46% of surveyed employers recruited staff during the last 12 months. These businesses had attempted to fill 642 positions and 9% (or 57) of these vacancies were not filled, which is in line with regions surveyed to date.

Despite this moderate proportion of unfilled vacancies, 43% of employers who had recruited reported difficulty doing so.

· The most common causes of recruitment difficulty reported by employers were a lack of suitable applicants (66%) followed by the specialised skill needs of the position (44%). 

Of the employers who were surveyed, the predominant industries were: 

Retail Trade






83

Manufacturing





63

Accommodation, Cafés and Restaurants


46

Property and Business Services



40

Construction






37

Health and Community Services



34

Wholesale Trade





22

Personal and Other Services



18

Note: Due to very low number of responses, results for the Government, Administration and Defence (1 respondent), Transport and Storage (3 respondents) and Education (4 respondents) industries have been excluded from the analysis. The results for these industries are included in all totals.
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This chart shows the proportion of vacancies that were not filled by industry. The number in brackets below each bar indicates the total number of vacancies reported by businesses in each industry over the last 12 months. 

Overall, around 9% of the 642 vacancies that were reported across all industries remained unfilled, however, the proportion of vacancies unfilled varied greatly from industry to industry.

As you can see from this chart, employers in the Health and Community Services and Manufacturing industries experienced the most difficulty filling vacancies with 16% of the total vacancies remaining unfilled (many of these were for Trades, Labourer and Nursing positions). 

· Employers in the Construction industry also experienced a high degree of difficulty in filling vacancies (15% of 39 vacancies remained unfilled).

Employers in the Accommodation, Cafés and Restaurants industry had the least amount of difficulty filling vacancies with just 2% of the 102 vacancies remaining unfilled.

Interestingly, 60% of the unfilled vacancies were reported by small businesses that employ less than ten staff. Many of these employers elected to not fill their vacancies as they regarded the applicants as unsuitable.

(Industries with 5 or less responses have been excluded from the chart but are included in totals)
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Employers were also asked about the occupations for which they had the greatest difficulty finding suitable applicants over the past 12 months.

This chart shows the number of vacancies employers reported as difficult to fill (blue bar) and the number of vacancies that remained unfilled (red bar) for each major occupation group.  

The number in brackets below each bar indicates the number of occasions an occupation group was reported as difficult to fill by an employer.

Across all occupation groups, a total of 227 vacancies were identified by employers as being difficult to fill, and one quarter of these vacancies (or 56) remained unfilled.

We can see here that employers trying to fill vacancies for Elementary Clerical, Sales and Services Workers (mainly for Sales Assistants) reported the largest number of vacancies that were difficult to fill (79), however, the majority of these vacancies were filled (91%).

Employers recruiting for Intermediate Production and Transport Workers were the least successful in filling vacancies with one half of the 21 difficult to fill vacancies remaining unfilled. Similarly, employers recruiting for Professionals and Tradespersons also had a high degree of difficulty recruiting with 2 out of every 5 difficult to fill vacancies remaining unfilled.

It is also interesting to note that despite the high unemployment in the region, around 16% of the difficult to fill lower skilled positions remained unfilled. We will explore the reasons for this high rate later in the presentation.
(Major occupation groups mentioned by 5 or less employers as difficult to recruit for have been excluded from this chart but included in totals)
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This is an indicative list of occupations that employers reported the greatest difficulty filling1. 

While this list of occupations does not directly translate to a comprehensive list of occupations in demand for the region, it does provide valuable information on jobs that are difficult to fill and identifies opportunities for job seekers with the appropriate skills and qualifications or the ability to quickly gain these skills.

· Recruitment difficulties were most prevalent among employers attempting to recruit Registered Nurses, with almost half (48%) of the difficult to fill vacancies remaining unfilled.

· Consistent with the previous slide, there was also a high degree of recruitment difficulty for Trades occupations (such as Motor Mechanics and Cooks/Bakers).

There were also other occupations such as Sales Assistants, Machine Operators (such as sewing and plastic production machine operators), and Chefs that employers reported as being difficult to fill. This indicates that there is a wide range of opportunities for applicants who had some training and/or work experience to take up positions of varied skill level.

1Greatest difficulty has been determined by multiple employers in the region reporting recruitment difficulty for that occupation which resulted in a number of vacancies remaining unfilled. 

(There was a large number of vacancies for Delivery Drivers and Farm Hands which remained unfilled (9 out of 10 and 7 out of 12 vacancies respectively), however, for each of these occupations the results were only reported by one employer, and therefore excluded from this list)
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This chart shows the average number of people who applied for difficult to fill vacancies (blue bar), and the average number of people who employers regarded as being suitable for the position for which they applied (red bar) by occupation group. The numbers below the bars refer to the total number of difficult to fill vacancies for each occupation group.

While these are average figures and the number of applicants for each vacancy varied, it does give us a general indication of the number of people applying for difficult to fill jobs across each occupation group and the number of applicants who were rated as suitable. 

Overall, there was moderate competition for vacancies with an average of 3.1 applicants per difficult to fill vacancy, of which an average of less than one applicant (0.9) was rated as suitable.

What is apparent in this chart is that the source of difficulty in filling many occupations does not lie in a lack of applicants, but in the lack of suitable applicants. This is particularly evident for Intermediate Production and Transport Workers. There was a lot of interest in these positions (an average of 4.7 per difficult to fill vacancy) but only 10% of these applicants were rated as suitable, resulting in a high proportion of vacancies remaining unfilled. These employers commonly reported that the job seekers were unsuitable because of their poor attitude or lack of experience.

This chart also highlights the difficulties that local employers face when recruiting Professionals. This occupation group attracted very little interest with a low average of only one applicant per difficult to fill vacancy, and on average less than one applicant (0.7) was rated as suitable per vacancy, resulting in little to no choice in who to hire. This result is consistent with what we have observed across Australia.

As mentioned earlier, quite a large proportion (16%) of low skilled vacancies remained unfilled which is surprising given the high unemployment rate in the region. When looking at the vacancies that went unfilled it is evident that a low level of interest in these positions (an average of one applicant per vacancy), and employer expectations that job seekers have experience resulted in them remaining unfilled (23% of applicants were rated as unsuitable, which employers largely attributed to a lack of experience).

(Occupations mentioned on less than 5 occasions have been excluded from the chart but are included in totals)
Slide 14

Overall, employers rated around 70 per cent of applicants as unsuitable to fill the vacancy for which they had applied.

Across all occupations, employers most commonly found one or more applicants to be unsuitable because they lacked experience (64%), had a poor attitude (40%), were not considered to be suited to the type of work (32%) or did not possess the necessary training or qualifications (24%). However, these results were quite different depending on the skill level of the vacancy1. 

· Employers of highly skilled vacancies (such as Professionals) commonly found applicants to be unsuitable due to insufficient training and/or qualifications.

· Employers of medium to lower skilled vacancies most frequently found applicants to be unsuitable due to a lack of experience (particularly those recruiting for Clerical, Sales and Service workers and Labourers). It was also common for these employers to find job seekers to be unsuitable because of their attitude (particularly those recruiting for Tradespersons and Intermediate Production and Transport Workers). 

These results emphasise the importance of improving the job readiness of job seekers. The quality of applicants can be most directly improved through increased access to work experience and training and by addressing issues relating to the attitude of applicants. 

Encouragingly, the Skills in Demand Survey found that a very high number of employers in the Shoalhaven ESA are willing to provide training opportunities to overcome recruitment difficulties in the local area. Over 60% of employers who expect to recruit within the next year reported that they would be prepared to employ an apprentice or trainee (including those that currently employ an Australian Apprentice), and over 40% reported that they would be prepared to provide paid work experience to an unemployed person.

On 1 January 2007, a new Government initiative – the Work Experience Placement programme – commenced. This programme is available for Job Network and Disability Employment Network, and for Vocational Rehabilitation Services from 1 July 2007. The measure allows eligible job seekers to take part in work experience in most businesses, so they can gain skills and experience, and sustainable ongoing employment. The Australian Government will provide personal accident and public and products liability insurance for job seekers participating in Work Experience Placement. In your information pack, there is a fact sheet where you can find out more information about this new initiative.

1Skill level definitions:

· Higher skilled occupations include Professionals and Associate Professionals.

· Medium skilled occupations include Tradespersons and Related Workers, Advanced Clerical, Sales and Service Workers, Intermediate Clerical, Sales and Service Workers and Intermediate Production and Transport Workers.

· Lower skilled occupations include Elementary Clerical, Sales and Service Workers and Labourers and Related Workers.
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Local recruitment in the Shoalhaven ESA is expected to remain at moderate levels, with 39% of surveyed employers anticipating the need to recruit during the next 12 months (as a result of replacing staff or business growth).

· Employers in the Health and Community Services (56%) and Accommodation, Cafés and Restaurants (50%) industries were the most likely to expect to recruit staff in the next 12 months.

Survey results found that employers anticipate some employment growth in the region, but this is below the levels expected by employers in other regions surveyed to date. Around 23% of employers anticipate employment growth in their business during the next 12 months (compared with an average of 39% for all other regions surveyed to date), while 5% of employers anticipate a downsize during the next 12 months.

· Employers in the Personal Services (such as Hairdressers and Beauty Salons) (45%) and Property and Business Services (30%) industries were the most likely to anticipate employment growth.

Around 42% of the employers who expect to recruit in the next 12 months anticipate recruitment to be difficult, compared with 50% of businesses who do not expect any difficulty.  

· Employers in the Construction and Accommodation, Cafés and Restaurants industries were the most likely to report that they expect recruitment difficulty during the next 12 months (57% for each industry).
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Next we will look at a range of vacancy data for the Shoalhaven ESA.
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This chart shows vacancies lodged and filled by Job Network members (JNMs) and Job Placement Organisations (JPOs) in the 12 months to January 2007 and the number of those vacancies filled – indicated by the blue bar.

We can see a high proportion of vacancies in the region’s largest employing industry – Retail Trade. There is also a high proportion of vacancies in the Property and Business Services industry. One of the reasons for a high proportion of Property and Business Services vacancies is that JPOs tend to advertise vacancies as being with their organisation (which fall within the Property and Business Services sector) rather than with the actual employer – hence this industry sector is likely to be overstated and other industry sectors understated. 

In total across all industries, 71% of the vacancies were filled. This fill rate is significantly higher than the average fill rate for New South Wales (52%) and Australia (46%).

Although this fill rate is very encouraging, further work needs to be done to increase the take up of vacancies by the unemployed. Some of that work might be increasing work experience opportunities, honing job seekers’ soft skills, etc.

We acknowledge that some vacancies may be lodged with more than one provider or the vacancy may have been filled by someone other than a Job Network Member or Job Placement Provider.

Job Placement Organisations provide an employer-focussed recruitment service that meets the recruitment needs of employers and provides the opportunity for eligible job seekers to gain employment through access to a large number of diverse vacancies. Job Placement Organisations will advertise vacancies, screen and refer job seekers.
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An interesting part of this picture is to look at which industries are taking on apprentices and trainees. These Department of Education and Science (DEST) data show Australian Apprenticeship Commencement numbers for the 12 months to December 2006. These are commencements with businesses within the Shoalhaven ESA. The red portion of the bars shows how many placements were made by a JNM or JPO for the 12 months to January 2007.

· In total there were 916 Australian Apprenticeship commencements in the region.  

· As you can see from the chart there are high numbers of Australian Apprenticeship commencements in the Retail Trade, Manufacturing and Construction industries. JNM and JPO have filled around 11% of DEST apprenticeship commencements.

· One of the messages here is that there are opportunities available - particularly for employment service providers to work with Australian Apprenticeship Centres and others including Group Training organisations to place more job seekers into Australian Apprenticeships.

· Connections between employment services providers and Australian Apprenticeships Centres will be assisted by arrangements that came into effect with the new contract for Australian Apprenticeships Support Services on 1 July 2006. Since 1 July, Australian Apprenticeships Centres have been encouraged to become JPOs to provide a Australian Apprenticeships placement service which targets young people who have recently left school, out-of-trade Australian Apprentices and other appropriate job seekers. Australian Apprenticeships Centres that decide not to become JPOs will be required to establish formal linkages with JNMs and/or Job Placement Licensed only Organisations to facilitate Australian Apprenticeships placements. 

· To encourage JNMs to refer job seekers to the Australian Apprenticeship Access Programme, changes have been made to allow JNMs to get star rating recognition for placements arising from the Access Programme even in circumstance where the JNM is unable to claim an outcome payment. JNMs are prevented from claiming an outcome payment if the payment is less than the amount paid to the Access Programme Broker.

Skills for the Future
· On the 12 October 2006, the Skills for the Future package was launched by the PM, with new investments totalling $837 million over five years to help build a more highly skilled and responsive workforce to support Australia’s long-term economic growth. 

· From 1 January 2007, the Government will invest $408 million over five years to support people aged 25 years and over who do not have Year 12 or equivalent qualifications. A voucher for $3000 will be made available to individuals in this group, which they can use for accredited coursed in TAFE and private or community college.
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We have seen what industries and occupations are prominent in this area and the difficulties employers are experiencing when trying to fill vacancies.

In recent years, you may have seen newspaper articles arguing that migration can potentially play an effective role in resolving skilled shortages issues in Australia. However, it is important to keep in mind that Australia is competing with other countries such as England, New Zealand and much of Europe for skilled labour. Migration is therefore likely to be a small part of the overall answer to meeting employer’s labour and skill requirements.  We therefore need to look at the labour supply in the local area as the primary answer to dealing with labour and skill needs.

Now we will look at other valuable sources of labour such as Centrelink and Job Network customer populations, which include people on Disability Support Pensions and Parenting Payment recipients who are a largely untapped pool of potential workers.

Background to pilot program of relocating willing job seekers

· Some of you may be aware of a pilot program that has recently been conducted in the Nowra region which involved relocating job seekers from the region to other areas of Australia that have a very high demand for workers, but a shortage of labour supply. 

· DEWR, along with Wesley Uniting Employment has been working with other Job Network members in Coffs Harbour and Nowra to identify job seekers who are ready and willing to move for work and place them in employment.  

· As at 4 April 2007, 33 job seekers from Coffs Harbour and Nowra received pre-employment training and voluntarily relocated to Perth. The job seekers are predominately working in either the building and construction industry or the hospitality sector supporting the mining industry in WA.
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This chart shows the number of people in the Shoalhaven ESA whose main source of income is likely to be one of the Government allowances listed. These recipients are broken down by age groups with persons aged between 15 and 44 indicated by the red portion of the bar and those of mature age (45–64) in blue. 

Overall, more than one quarter (27%) of the Shoalhaven working age population is in receipt of a Centrelink payment. This is significantly higher than the proportion for New South Wales (17%) and for Australia overall (18%). Of the Centrelink recipients in the region around 7% are Indigenous. 
As shown in the chart, most prominent are the high numbers of people receiving a Disability Support Pension. Persons aged between 45 and 64 account for the majority of Disability Support Pension recipients in Shoalhaven ESA (73%). There are also around 150 people on CDEP (or zero paid) in the region.

· Some of these people who are in receipt of a Government allowance may have been referred to a Disability Employment Network (DEN) provider. Currently 7 DEN providers service the Shoalhaven ESA and have a total contract capacity of 155 positions, with 150 filled.

A better way to look at this is to compare the Centrelink customer population with the number of people who are active on JNM caseloads.
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This chart shows both the Centrelink Customer population and the number of people who are active on JNM caseloads. As at December 2006 there were 5363 people engaged with Job Network of which 604 were identified as Indigenous. We can see here that Newstart and Youth Allowance (Other) recipients are engaged well with Job Network – however only a small proportion of those receiving the Disability Support Pension and the Parenting Payment Single and Partnered allowances are engaged with Job Network. 

· We expect to see an increase in the level of engagement with Employment Service Providers (for those receiving Parenting Payments and the Disability Support Pension), as part of the Government’s Welfare to Work reforms announced in the 2005-06 Budget, which came into effect on 1 July 2006.

Outline of key changes – Welfare to Work
The participation requirements for single and partnered parents with school-aged children have increased significantly as a result of Welfare to Work.  Parents applying for Parenting Payment since 1 July 2006 will receive Parenting Payment while their youngest child is less than six years old (if partnered) and less than eight years old (if single). When their youngest child turns six, this group of parents (both partnered and single) will be required to look for paid part-time work of at least 15 hours. When the youngest child exceeds the eligible age for Parenting Payment, the parents will generally be transferred (if eligible) to Newstart Allowance.

Parents of children aged 0-15 who commenced receiving Parenting Payment prior to 1 July 2006 have retained their eligibility and continued to receive a Parenting Payment. However, as of 1 July 2007 these recipients whose youngest child is aged seven or over will be required to look for paid part-time work of at least 15 hours. They will also have an annual part-time Mutual Obligation requirement of 150 hours over six months (around six hours per week), with Work for the Dole the default activity.

Since 1 July 2006, people with a disability who have the capacity to work 15 hours or more a week within a two year period, at award wages in the open labour market, will receive Newstart Allowance or Youth Allowance, if they meet the means test and other eligibility criteria. 

There is already work underway to encourage job seekers from these groups to participate in the workforce:

· For example, Centrelink Call Centres are contacting existing parenting payment customers with children over 6 years to discuss the benefits of working.

· A rate estimator has been developed which shows a job seeker the financial benefits and impacts on their payment.  This will help to reinforce the benefits of working.
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Very high unemployment rate and proportion of working age population receiving Centrelink benefits

Shoalhaven ESA has the highest unemployment rate across Australia, which is more than twice the rate for New South Wales and Australia (12.5% compared with 5.3% for New South Wales and 4.9% for Australia).

Shoalhaven ESA also has a significantly larger proportion of the working age population receiving Centrelink payments compared with New South Wales (27% compared with 17% respectively). A large number of these recipients are receiving the Disability Support Pension (29%), Newstart Allowance (21%), and Parenting Payment Single (16%). (note: working age population figures are based on June 2005 estimates).
Difficulties recruiting – Skills in Demand Survey Results
· Around 9% of the 642 reported vacancies remained unfilled. 

· Recruitment difficulties were most prominent in the Health and Community Services and Manufacturing industries and many of the surveyed employers are expecting recruitment difficulties during the next 12 months. In addition, it is expected that demand for Health and Community Services will increase significantly in the next 5+ years as a result of the ageing population.

· Employers reported difficulty recruiting for a range of occupations, particularly Health Professionals, Tradespersons and Intermediate Production and Transport Workers. There were also some vacancies for lower skilled occupations that remained unfilled.

Overall, the Skills in Demand Survey found that local recruitment difficulties are generally in line with the average levels seen across other regions of Australia surveyed to date. However, the challenges in addressing these issues are very different for the Shoalhaven ESA, simply because of the very large pool of potential labour supply in the region (i.e. unemployed people and Centrelink recipients).

Many employers identified lack of experience as a reason for applicant unsuitability

64% of recruiting employers identified lack of experience as the reason for applicants being rated as unsuitable. This was most common for employers with medium to low skilled vacancies. Employers of highly skilled occupations were more likely to attribute unsuitability to insufficient training and/or qualifications. A large number of employers also raised concerns about the attitude of job seekers in the region.

These findings are important as they highlight that employer expectations may need to be managed in regards to the level of experience required for lower level positions, as well as the need to address issues regarding the attitude of job seekers in the region.

Increased opportunities for work experience and/or training would be helpful in addressing some of these recruitment difficulties in the region. Encouragingly a large proportion of the surveyed employers were willing to take on an apprentice or provide paid work experience to an unemployed person. 
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NOWRA

Two road re-development projects have been approved for the Nowra area. Construction has commenced on the re-development of Main Road 92 linking Nowra to the Southern Highlands region. This is an 80 million dollar Commonwealth, State and Council project that will create up to 200 jobs during the two year construction period. Tourism facilities are expected to benefit from the improved access once the work is completed.  Additionally a 19 million dollar road upgrade project is scheduled to commence in South Nowra in April of this year.

Stocklands will commence the redevelopment of their shopping centre in Nowra later this year. The redevelopment will cost between 40 – 50 million dollars, and will generate around 200 construction jobs and over 600 additional retail jobs on completion. 

The New South Wales State Government has approved funding for the construction of a new jail near Nowra with work scheduled to start by the end of 2007. 400 jobs will be created over the two year construction period and around 200 on-going jobs will need to be filled once the jail becomes operational.

Delta Electricity have been granted approval by the New South Wales Government to build a gas-fired power station in Bamarang, near Nowra. The gas-fired power plant is expected to create 100 jobs during its construction and a further 40 jobs once operational. 

In principle approval has been granted by the New South Wales Minister for Planning for the construction of a Shaolin Temple and accommodation complex in Nowra. The complex will have three temples, a 500 bed five star hotel, a golf course and various support facilities. 

A new entertainment complex is currently under construction in Nowra, and is due for completion mid 2008.

Part of the fleet of the new MRH90 helicopters are to be based at the Navy’s base at HMAS Albatross in Nowra from December 2007. The two billion dollar expansion of 46 new aircraft involving the replacement of the Navy’s Sea King helicopters and the Army’s Black Hawk helicopters will involve the assembly of the aircraft in Australia at various locations with flow-on effects to local economies.
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As I mentioned earlier we would like to come away today with some clear actions to address the labour market issues in this region that we have agreed we want to discuss. The action plan needs to focus on practical actions that can be implemented at a local level.  The action plan should include identified deliverables, responsibilities and timelines.
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We have a strategy to help us in evaluating the workshops and to help us further develop and refine the ‘better connections’ concept.

All we really need to do today is to have you fill out the evaluation from – included as a part of the pack on your table - at the end of the workshop. 

One of the functions DEWR performs is to follow up leads for projects that might be suitable for funding through one of our funding models. DEWR is happy to discuss ideas and strategies you might have or follow up leads for possible projects to better engage the client groups we have talked about today. Please feel free to contact myself or members of my team regarding mature age projects or employer demand demonstration. 
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Thank you for participating.

The presentation and the outcomes of today’s meeting will be placed on the Workplace portal on the internet (www.workplace.gov.au/bcw).

We will circulate the contact list of participants and the action plan.

