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Project pick-up
puts pressure
on skills
Western Australia may not
be ready with the workforce
and skills needed for
the next boom.

• • When the
crunch came,

all these

experienced

people ... we got

rid of the cream
- Partha Dav

EXPERIENCE: Partha Dev says there is a lot of talent ready to return to the oil and gas industry. Photo: Gabriel Oliveira
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AS far as problems go, high
demand for skilled workers is
probably a good one to have.

It's a sign Western Australia is
finally lifting out of the stagna-
tion that has beset the economy
for years.

But it could well mean the $95
billion of resources, infrastruc-
ture and building projects in
the pipeline, according to BNiQ
Search Engine, face familiar
cost pressures.

Recent work by recruitment
business Hays predicted con-
struction and engineering skills
shortages will intensify dramat-
ically in the next six months in
response to public transport
program Metronet and mining

projects.
"Within civil construction,

demand will be high this half
for candidates with a rail back-
ground who can work on the Met-
ronet project," the briefing said.

Project engineers, civil con-
struction project managers, civ-
il engineers and contract admin-
istrators were among the jobs in
high demand.

"Demand has also started to
rise for mechanical engineers
and site managers with commer-
cial construction backgrounds
to work on hotel, apartment,
large-scale shopping centres
and mixed-use building proj-
ects," the briefing said.

Staffing group Manpower
predicted an uptick in labour
demand in WA, publishing an
employment index pointing to
positive hiring intentions.

"The strongest hiring pace
in more than four years is an-
ticipated in the first quarter of
2019," Manpower's report said.

That was two percentage points
higher than the same time in 2017.

December data from the feder-
al government's Labour Market
Information Portal found 15,900
job vacancies in WA, up 4.4 per
cent year on year in trend terms.

Vacancies were higher in a
range of fields, with positions
available for electrical engineer-
ing draftspersons and techni-
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cians, ICT managers, engineer-
ing managers and environmen-
tal scientists all having large
increases (see graphic).

Some of the roles with a high
volume of vacancies included
electricians, 38 per cent higher

at 279 positions, metal fitters
and machinists (up 19 per cent
to 539 spots), and drillers, min-
ers and shot firers (11 per cent
higher at 261).

Chamber of Minerals and En-
ergy WA chief executive Paul
Everingham said there would
likely be skills shortages by the
end of the year or early next
year, although not as acute as
during the previous boom.

Mr Everingham said resource
expansion projects in the pipe-
line were already putting a lot of
demand for skills into the mar-
ket.

But there were differences in
approach this time.

"Looking at the way iron ore and
oil and gas companies, commodity
houses, have done workforce plan-
ning, mine planning, reservoir
planning, there's been a massive
amount of lessons learned from
the last boom," he said.

"The companies have been
working with Tafes, universi-
ties, job providers, labour hire
groups, contractors ... to really
get much more factual informa-
tion about demand into the sys-
tem so that providers are ready.

"You're already seeing the
benefit of that.

"There's been no huge wage
breakout with the announcement
of (major) iron ore expansions."

He said he was very optimistic
about WA's position.

Competition

Civil Contractors Federation
WA chief executive Andy Gra-
ham said there was competition
for workers from the resources
sector, land developers and gov-
ernment projects.

An additional issue was
strong demand from the east
coast coinciding with the up-
swing in WA.

Mr Graham said BIS Oxford
research showed about $6 bil-
lion was being spent nationally
on transport projects in 2012.

By 2024, it would be about $14
billion, he said.

"If it's a skilled job in the con-
struction industry, we're either

facing a shortage now, or we're
going to be," Mr Graham said.

"It's only going to get worse.
"This time, there's more com-

petition for WA in the national
infrastructure market.

"Construction managers, civil
engineers, these are fairly mo-
bile occupations, and they're
in high demand in New South
Wales and Victoria.

"The scale of their infrastruc-
ture activity just dwarfs WA."

Rail in particular was quite a
highly skilled, niche capability,
he said.

"There will be pressure on
specialist rail track laying
equipment and also experienced
workers," Mr Graham said.

There were shortages in other
parts of the market too, particu-
larly apprentices.

The familiar issue for ap-
prenticeships was the time lag
between supply and demand to
match skills, he said.

"At a trade level ... there's an
extreme shortage of heavy duty
plant mechanics and mechani-
cal fitters, both of these are sup-
port skills to keep the machines

running," he said.
"And we're seeing very high

wage demands."

He acknowledged capacity
and capability issues for public
projects would translate into
higher costs for taxpayers.

But there were some positives
in all this, Mr Graham said, with
relief on the way for contractors
after years of being squeezed.

"When there's more activity out
there, contractors think 'maybe I
can put a reasonable bid in there
and make some money'," he said.

Losing the cream
Rosen Engineering head of

structural engineering Partha
Dev said problems were broader
than just shortages in trades.

One of the issues in the pre-
vious boom had been that too
many projects were run simul-
taneously, particularly in oil and
gas, Mr Dev said.

That meant many people had
been fast tracked into project
management without suitable
experience in the industry, of-
ten from other sectors.

"If you're not a good domestic
cricket player, Sheffield Shield,
you really can't play test match-
es," he said.

Since then, many good peo-
ple had been lost in the recent
downturn.
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$14bn
TRANSPORT SPENDING
ANNUALLY IN 2024 -
BIS OXFORD

"I've seen people of my expe-
rience or more, in the last few
years, they've been forced to
either drive Ubers, or they've ...
prematurely retired from the in-
dustry," Mr Dev said.

"When the crunch came, all
these experienced people ... we
got rid of the cream.

"(And) every graduate that
came out (of university) was ei-
ther without a job or without a
role model."

That had been demoralising
for many, he said, and many
young people either did not pur-
sue engineering or headed into
other parts of the industry.

Mr Dev, who is also playing
a role in the upcoming Austral-
asian Oil & Gas Exhibition & Con-
ference in Perth, said industry
professional bodies had taken the
lead in trying to re-engage expe-
rienced people to mentor the next

generation, getting in early ahead
of the next surge of projects.

Although projects around the
world would often go over bud-
get, Australia was probably well
above the industry average, and
was notorious for it, he said.

There were other issues that
could be resolved to help ease
cost pressures, Mr Dev said.

"A global problem that's even
more prevalent in Australian
projects, (is) bespoke require-
ments," he said.

"I've been on both sides as an
operator and a service provider.

"Operators have all wanted to
be unique to each other and they
are paying the price for it

"There's inconsistency, dif-
ferences in specifications for
equipment, the service provid-
ers had to reinvent every time."

Mr Dev said organisations
such as Engineers Australia

were working to resolve these
problems through encouraging
standardisation.

That meant participating in
international standards bodies,
and equally, ensuring that re-
quirements for the unique envi-
ronment of the state's north west,
compared with the North Sea or
Gulf of Mexico, were factored in.

Rules
Mr Everingham highlighted

two other issues the state would
need to grapple with to keep
costs competitive for projects.

Regulatory creep' was one
major problem.

"In my six months in the job
(it's) been the single concern
most raised with me," Mr Ever-
ingham said.

"(It's) not just the time it takes
to get mining and environmen-
tal and related approvals, (it's)
also duplication."

An example was the Labor op-
position's plan for a federal Envi-
ronmental Protection Authority.

"Every state has an EPA,
what's a federal one supposed to
do?" he said.

It may not in itself discourage
projects, but it added to head-
winds.

"Finance costs are going up,

interest rates in the United
States are rising, all financial in-
stitution costs are going up, and
then there's trade uncertainty ...
add on to that regulatory uncer-
tainty, long approval timelines,"
Mr Everingham said.

"You can paint a scenario that
could see certain projects, partic-
ularly greenfields, struggling to
get finance and get over the line."

Then there was the issue of
stability and certainty in royal-
ty regimes.

"Sudden rapid changes or in-
creases can do significant short
to medium-term damage to proj-
ect viability," he said.

Recently proposed contro-
versial regulatory changes to
another primary industry, the
Western Rock Lobster fishery,
have served as an example.

"More than a dozen of my
members have said 'wow, they
didn't see that coming' to the
rock lobster industry, it makes
you realise you've got to be
alert," Mr Everingham said.

"Foreign investors, they'll just
look at other jurisdictions ...
they have that many different
countries and regions they can
invest in."
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IN DEMAND - SELECTED PROFESSIONS WITH RISING VACANCIES
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If it's a skilled job in the

construction industry, we're either

facing a shortage now, or we're

g o i n g tO b e - Andy Graham
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