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Barriers to training supply

There is a critical shortage of formally trained water operators in NSW. Water operators are those
staff in water utilities who operate, maintain and construct water supply and sewerage assets to
ensure the safe and efficient provision of water and wastewater services to the community. Water
operator roles include water treatment, sewage treatment and network management.

The shortage of formally trained water operators has several causes, which together result in a
poorly functioning water operations industry training market (see Table 1). The limited supply of
water operations training in NSW is largely the result of low participation by registered training
organisations (RTOs). There are only 2 accredited RTOs offering water operations industry training
in NSW. Moreover, these RTOs only offer a limited number of units of competency and qualifications
in a limited number of training locations.

Table 1: Causes of the poorly functioning water operations industry training market in NSW and resulting shortage of
formally trained water operators.

Causes of low DEMAND for water operator training Causes of low SUPPLY of water operator training

e The lack of any requirement for water operators to e Few RTOs offering water operations industry

complete essential training or hold qualifications training
e Low uptake of the accredited water operations e Shortage of accredited trainers, and lack of a
industry training that is available pathway for existing trainers to maintain training

and technical skills

e Difficulty attracting new staff to local water
utilities, and retaining existing staff

A major impediment to RTOs entering the training market or expanding their training offerings is
the cost of entry, particularly the high cost of developing teaching, learning and assessment
materials aligned with the National Water Training Package. Due to the relatively small size of the
NSW water operator workforce (about 2,500 individuals) and its unpredictable demand for training,
RTOs have been reluctant to invest in developing and maintaining these materials.

A recent analysis of the NSW water operations workforce and its access to training estimated it
costs between $20,000 and $30,000 on average to develop these resources per unit of competency.
An RTO would therefore need to spend up to $1.2 million to develop teaching, learning and
assessment materials for the estimated 40 units of competency required to meet the needs of NSW
local water utilities or up to $5 million to develop materials for all 160 units of the National Water
Training Package. These levels of investment are not financially viable for RTOs.

NSW Department of Planning and Environment, in partnership with Training Services NSW and the
training and local water utility sectors, is implementing a water industry skills and training action
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plan. The action plan aims to establish a sustainable water operations training market in the state. A
key proposal in the action plan is to reduce cost barriers to RTO participation in the market by
helping the training sector develop a common, high-quality set of training resources.
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A national approach to training
materials

National challenge, national approach

NSW is not alone in its shortage of formally trained water operators and constrained supply of
water operator training. Water utility workforce, skills and training deficits exist nationally. This was
underscored recently in a national industry engagement process the department commissioned
from Thalassa Consulting. Thalassa found that in each of the other Australian states, there is only
one RTO delivering water operations industry training, and in most cases only limited units of
competency and qualifications are on offer. The cost of developing and maintaining training
materials consistent with the National Water Training Package was confirmed as a major obstacle
to broader training offerings across these jurisdictions.

This shared challenge supports a case for a nationally coordinated approach to the development of
water operations training resources. The industry stakeholders engaged by Thalassa (see ‘Appendix
A - Scope of industry engagement’) universally advocated for national collaboration to develop a
set of teaching, learning and assessment materials that could be made available to RTOs across
Australia. They cited the need for a national approach to the pooling of training resources compliant
with the National Water Training Package in order overcome cost barriers. Stakeholders also saw a
national approach as an opportunity to ensure the quality, consistency and currency of training
materials in use across the country.

The Productivity Commission’s Inquiry Report National Water Reform 2020 also identified
collaboration in the water utility and training sectors as key to overcoming scale challenges and
maintaining a skilled workforce. The report further noted that, given the importance of water service
provision to community wellbeing, governments have a responsibility to facilitate collaboration and
ensure appropriate systems are in place to maintain workforce capability.

The department’s water industry skills and training action plan recognises the potential for a
national approach to the development of water operations training materials. A national approach
would not only help meet the needs of water utilities and operators in individual jurisdictions but
also contribute to job and skill development and employment mobility across regional Australia.

Elements of a national approach

A key outcome of Thalassa’s industry research and engagement process was a proposal for an
industry-supported business model for nationally coordinated water operations training materials.
This model features an independent, industry-led governance structure, which would be self-funded
following an initial phase of government and industry seed funding (see ‘Box 1" and ‘Appendix B -
Industry model for national approach to water operations training materials’). The industry model is
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a specific option for a national approach that warrants further consideration as part of a broader
interjurisdictional discussion.

At a higher level, the proposed industry-supported business model highlights several essential
elements of a sustainable national approach to the development, maintenance and distribution of
water operations training materials. These include:

e clear alignment with the National Water Training Package

e governance arrangements that:

are transparent, resilient and responsive to changing national contexts and needs

directly involve the water utility and training sectors, governments and regulators, and
education specialists

establish clear accountabilities and mechanisms for the development, ownership,
maintenance and augmentation of teaching, learning and assessment materials

include a scheme for equitable RTO access to the training materials (e.g., purchase,
subscription, levy, fee-for-service)

e financial sustainability

e arrangements to recognise the training materials already developed by RTOs while they
remain relevant.

These elements should be included in further discussion of a national approach. They offer a
starting point for the development of any additional detailed options or models.

Box 1: Proposed industry-supported business model for nationally coordinated water operations
training materials

The industry stakeholders engaged by Thalassa Consulting emphasised the importance of an
approach independent of government, based on collaborative industry leadership, with
sustainable self-funding arrangements.

The model developed is based on the essential elements described above but includes
preferences for the detailed design of those elements. In particular, the model includes:

e industry-led governance through a multi-stakeholder advisory committee (including
government and education representatives) and a smaller executive subcommittee

e functions for the executive subcommittee relating to teaching, learning and assessment
materials and industry training advocacy, strategy, policy and risk management

e the engagement of independent experts to develop and update training materials

o self-funding arrangements achieved through revenue raising (from the provision of training
materials) and industry cost sharing, preceded by 3 to 5 years of government and industry
seed funding.

Appendix B provides a schematic of the industry-supported model.
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Next steps: a national conversation

There is a case and industry support for a national approach to water operations training materials
to overcome barriers to training supply. The department is interested in initiating a wider national
conversation on coordinated development of shared teaching, learning and assessment resources.

We will be approaching other states and territories for their support to progress this work and to
jointly approach the Australian Government about its potential role. There may be avenues for
national coordination through a possible renewal of the National Water Initiative. There may also be
opportunities for national collaboration through the new industry clusters being established as part
of the Australia Government’s Vocational Education and Training system reforms.

The department, on behalf of the NSW water and training sectors, will propose an initial focus on
the rationale and aims of a national approach to water operations training materials, design
principles and options. We will initiate these discussions before the end of 2022.
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Appendix A — Scope of industry
engagement

Thalassa engaged with the following organisations:

e Australian Water Association

e Beca HunterH20

e Fusion Training

e Griffith University (Queensland)

e Local Government NSW

e Murray Thompson Training

e NSW Department of Education — Training Services NSW
e NSW Public Sector Industry Training Advisory Body
e NSW Utilities and Electrotechnology Industry Training Advisory Body
e NSW Water Directorate

e gldwater (Queensland Water Directorate)

e Riverina Water County Council

e Sydney Water Corporation

e TAFENSW

e TAFE SA (South Australia)

e Tamworth Community College

e TRILITY

e Tweed Shire Council

e VicWater (Victoria)

e Water Corporation (Western Australia)

e Water Industry Operators Association

e Water Services Association of Australia
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Appendix B - Industry model for
national approach to water operations
training materials

See Figure 1 on the following page.
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Urban Water Training (UWT)

Independent National Industry Based Body

Water Utilities
Advisory Committee Made Up of Representatives of Industry Stakeholders

ITABs
Government Executive Subcommittee
Water Indust
e euEy Governance
Associations
Representatives .
of all States and Roles Operations
Territories « Accountability + Manage financial and legal risks
Educ specialist «» Industry consultation and » Ensure sustainability and
VET designers collaboration longevity .
« Advocacy with regulators eg: * Implement Quality Control
Representatives ASQA, advocating for mechanlsms_
ofloeal standards « Implement risk management
Government « Strong industry-based « Report to stakeholders (including
leadership government)
« Strategy and Policy « Engage with stakeholder and
Development government engagement
. « Develop terms of reference
Implementatlon + Develop and implement Strategic

and Su pport Plans and Business Plans
Implementation

Professional
Development, and
ongoing CPD

Teaching, Learning and Assessment Material

Working alongside * Focus on non-endorsed training components

ITABS + Owners of non-endorsed components
+ Ensuring currency of training materials
RTOs to be « Curriculum mapping, moderation, maintenance, upgrading of resources to
incentivised to use meet industry needs
materials + Digitalisation of the training experience

+ Flexibility to respond to National Water Training Package changes

« Qutsourcing of the teaching, learning and assessment materials.

+« Ensuing intellectual property remains with the body.

+ Review current ‘non-endorsed’ training materials being used by RTOs
nationally with a view to sharing and using them nationally as a basis for
further development.

Funding

+ Funding is obtained from a partnership of industry (mandatory subscriptions)
and State and Federal governments

Licensing and sales of teaching, learning and assessment materials

* Proportional membership based on size

« State government provides seed-funding (2 years), then the entity moves to
self-funding within 5 years.

Additional funding to come from Water Utilities and Fee-for-Service

Figure 1. Thalassa Consulting’s schematic of the industry-supported business model for a national approach to training
materials that emerged from its industry engagement process. (Acronym notes: ITABS = industry training advisory bodies;
VET = vocational education and training; ASQA = Australian Skills Quality Authority; CPD = continuing professional
development)
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