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Introduction to the Food, Fibre and Timber Industries Training Council  
 
Funded by the Western Australian Department of Training and Workforce Development, the Food, Fibre 
& Timber Industries Training Council (FFTITC) has three core functions:  
 

 Providing forward looking advice to State and Commonwealth Governments on vocational 
training needs and priorities for public funding  

 Promoting vocational training to industry, including partnerships between industry and the 
training sector.  

 Supporting innovation and workforce development.  
 
The Food, Fibre and Timber Industries Training Council service the following industry areas: 

 Furnishings (furniture manufacturing, glass processing, soft furnishings, blinds and awnings etc) 

 Forest and Forest Products (including timber board manufacturing, timber truss and frame) 

 Textiles, Clothing, Footwear and Allied Services (clothing manufacture and design) 

 Animal Care and Management (veterinary nurses, animal attendants) 

 Horticulture, Conservation and Land Management  

 Rural Production (growing of food and  

 Seafood, Food and Beverage Manufacturing  
 
As a not-for-profit incorporated body, the primary purpose of the Training Council is to provide advice to 
Government on behalf of industry, and ensure all nationally recognised training programs and packages 
reflect the current and future needs within the industries.  
 
We work with key industry organisations to indentify current and future vocational education and 
training priorities. We undertake extensive research into the skill and workforce development needs of 
industry and produce an Industry Workforce Development Plan for the industries mentioned above 
 
We promote industry take-up of training, including promoting new training initiatives from the 
Department.   We also ensure that the quality of this training remains at the highest level and advocate 
the benefits of participating in and supporting training. 
 
Information for this submission has been taken from the FFTITC 2013 Industry Workforce Development 
Plan, www.fftitrainingcouncil.com.au. See attached summary. 

Please note the manufacturing sectors commented on in this submission relate to 'Light 

Manufacturing' - including Furnishings Industry, Textile Clothing and Footwear Industry and Laundry 

and Dry Cleaning Industry. 

http://www.fftitrainingcouncil.com.au/
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Manufacturing—what lies ahead? 

1. What are the priority skills required in the manufacturing workforce to work in global 

supply chains? 

Urgent upskilling is needed in understanding of global economies and cultures, business and legal 
environments.  Import/export laws and regulations of Australia and trading partners. Transport and 
logistics, warehousing and storage management.   Quality management. Risk and contingency 
management.  Technologies used for transference of orders/designs etc  

 

2. If manufacturers are to exploit opportunities from the Asian century, what are the 

capabilities leaders, workers and managers need? 

As above… Leadership skills to achieve organisational goals and objectives are a major training need 
that has been identified throughout the small to medium size business sector.  Businesses accessing 
Asian markets could require skills such as: supply chain management, knowledge of international 
suppliers and markets, ability to ensure organisational sufficiency including human resource 
requirements, ability to adapt to new marketing techniques and social media, sound decision making, 
and effective resource allocation capabilities.  
 
Risk management and contingency planning training is required to build skills for developing plans to 
deal with potential trading crises. 

 

3. How are recent and emerging advances in technology impacting on skill 

requirements? 

New processing techniques and increased use of automation will drive the need for training and skills 
development for workers required to operate computerised machinery, and for managers to 
maximise the return on investment in new technologies.   
 
Training programs in competitive systems and processes are continuing to grow in status and 
popularity and should be rolled out across the manufacturing industries. 
 
Compliance with future regulatory changes such as OSH harmonisation will also increase the need for 
training. 
 
All training and training providers need to keep abreast of new manufacturing techniques and 
terminologies such as 3D printing, ‘smart factories’, agile manufacturing, digital factories etc.  This will 
require significant investment in the skills and knowledge of trainers and industry leaders.   
 
Industry Associations require support to ensure members are exposed to new manufacturing 
techniques available and encouraged to explore new ways of doing things. 
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Manufacturing workforce now and in the future 

4. What strategies do businesses use to engage and retain older workers? 

All sectors report difficulties in attracting and retaining staff.  Generally, there are few career paths 
offered post Certificate III level; although there is opportunity for developing supervisory/middle 
management level training - in particular, skill development programs focused on workforce 
management capability, business planning and on-site training skills.  This training could be 
particularly beneficial to trade qualified staff that enter the workforce by their mid 20’s and then 
steadily exit the occupation. In contrast people in professional occupations train and enter the 
workforce by their late 20’s but do not leave in substantial numbers until retirement1. 
 
In a recent survey (FFTI 2011), industry employers reported adopting a number of workforce 
development strategies to enhance workforce attraction and retention.  The following table provides 
a summary of the strategies: 
 
Table 3:  Furnishings and Textiles workforce development strategies 

Strategy adopted Percentage of 
respondents 

Increased wage rates 71% 

Improved working conditions 47% 

Succession planning 41% 

Mentoring 41% 

Job re-design 35% 

Training needs analysis 29% 

Recruitment 29% 

Advertising on web sites, industry functions, international 
students, 457 visas 

18% 

Source:  FFTI Training Council Survey 2011 

 
As reported in Table 3, increasing wage rates and improving working conditions is the most popular 
method of retaining and attracting staff.  Succession planning, mentoring and job redesign were rated 
highly amongst respondents indicating an opportunity to develop programs that offer advice and 
training to businesses in these techniques. 
 
While wages are a key motivating factor in choice of employment, the more subtle aspects of working 
in the furnishing and textiles sector should be promoted to potential employees.  In a 2011 FFTITC 
survey respondents were asked to indicate reasons why employees are attracted to the industry.  
These included being able to work with your hands, being creative and creating a product, 
involvement in new and exciting trends and materials, team oriented working environments and 
stable employment.  The Laundry and Dry Cleaning sector reported flexible work times, certified 
training, low stress and steady employment as key features of the work environment.  The promotion 
of these attractive aspects and the efforts by businesses to maximise their appeal through innovative 
job design and working arrangements could hold the key to increased attraction and retention.  To 
illustrate this, businesses who have undertaken such initiatives rarely state retention as a workforce 
development issue.  

                                                 
1
 Martin, B (2007) Skill acquisition and use across the life course:  Current trends, future prospects, National Institute 

of labour Studies, Flinders University, NCVER, Adelaide, South Australia 
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The industry agrees that there is a need to explore alternative labour markets to address the 
predicted shortage of workers.  The TCF sector reports a lack of encouragement for migrants to 
become involved in the industry and would welcome the development of a pre-employment program 
targeting new immigrants.  
 
With an ageing workforce and significant labour leakage from the regions, marketing and promotion 
of industry is paramount.  Similarly, there is a real need to work with career-based service providers 
and schools to promote careers in the manufacturing industries. 
 
Attracting more young people into industry is a priority and effective VET in schools should be treated 
as a key mechanism for achieving this.  However, there is considerable concern about the quality of 
VET in school programs as well as the suitability of some of the qualifications being delivered in a 
school environment. 
 

 

5. What strategies are being used to attract and retain women in manufacturing? 

At June 2010, the Western Australian population consisted of 49% females and 51% males. Although 
the workforce participation rate of women is somewhat lower than for men, 60.8% compared with 
76%2, ABS statistics clearly demonstrate that females are significantly underrepresented in the Light 
Manufacturing workforce. 
 
The light manufacturing industries employ high numbers of trade based occupations.  Table 1 shows 
the percentage of males and females in the light manufacturing trades.  In total, the percentage of 
males working in these industries (94%) far exceeds the percentage of females (6%).  Of particular 
note are the occupations of Floor Finisher, Cabinetmaker and Glazier which lack significant female 
representation. 

 
Table 1:  Light Manufacturing trades by gender 

 
(Source: ABS Census Data 2011) 

                                                 
2
 Department of Commerce (2011) Women in the Western Australian workforce, Labour Relations Division, 

Government of Western Australia 
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Whilst there have been a number of initiatives to encourage more women into non-traditional trades, 
many of these programs have focussed in industry sectors such as building and construction, boiler-
making, fitting and machining, painting and decorating and plumbing.  Initiatives that encourage 
women into the light manufacturing industry have been modest or nonexistent in WA.  In fact over 
the last five years the number of females working in non-traditional trades in the industry has slightly 
decreased in many key skill shortage areas, see Table 2. 

 
Table 2:  Women in Light Manufacturing non–traditional trades, 2006 and 2011 

 
(Source: ABS Census Data 2006,2011) 

 
The challenge for any project attempting to encourage more women into non-traditional trades areas 
is to promote the benefits of employing women in the trades to employers, not only to help address 
the future skills shortages in WA, but also to gain the benefits of a diverse workforce and to remove 
associated barriers.   
 
Added to this is the need to promote occupations within the light manufacturing industry to women 
and ensure that where necessary appropriate supports are provided such as support from men on the 
job, access to remedies in cases of discrimination, appropriate training and mentoring, and flexible 
work hours. 
 
Offering scholarships for study tours and the like are popular mechanisms for encouraging further 
advancement of existing women in the manufacturing workforce. 
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6. Are education and training providers currently producing graduates with the skills and 

competencies required by the manufacturing industry today and into the future? If not, 

what are the skills gaps? 

Approximately 12% of the Light Manufacturing workforce in Western Australia3 hold qualifications 
higher than a Certificate IV, with the majority, 31% holding Certificate III/IV qualifications.  The rates 
are troubling given the pace of change occurring across the sector. 
 
Unfortunately many education and training providers are slow to grasp the commercial realities of 
industries that operate in highly competitive markets.  Generally most State Training Providers focus 
on trade skills or in areas where there is significant employment eg mining and resources, 
construction.  The light manufacturing sector is often overlooked as a market in need of innovative 
training delivery options. 
 
The manufacturing sector requires skills development in: lean manufacturing, strategies for working 
in energy efficient ways, sustainability, up to date marketing techniques such as use of social media, 
supply chain logistics, customer service (given rise in website sales), new technologies such as CNC 
machine operation, and machine maintenance. 

 

7. What is currently working or is a best practice example of work-integrated learning in 

higher education?  

There is great value in realistic assessment, and workplace based assessment works well in many 
industry sectors.  The nature of the light manufacturing industry with respect to plant, infrastructure 
and technology makes replication of the work environment very difficult.  To this end, light 
manufacturing industry VET best practice is training that includes a significant proportion of 
workplace based assessment.  Industry reports a preference for this as well and many businesses 
electing for all practical training and assessment to be carried out at the workplace.  When this isn’t 
available employers are left with the option of in-house, non-accredited training.   
 
The Food, Fibre and Timber Industries Training Council supports increased workplace delivery but 
suggests that this be combined with increased support from RTOs in areas such as literacy and 
numeracy, pastoral care and mentoring.  The RTO has the role of ‘training specialist’ and should be 
optimising the workplace training experience for the student by looking at the progress of each 
student’s learning, and ensuring that the workplace delivery meets the instruction needs of each 
student.   
 

 

                                                 
3
 ABS (2011) Census of Population and Housing, Commonwealth of Australia 
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8. How important is the use of short course targeted training and non-accredited training 

in your sector? 

In 2012, the Training Council surveyed its Industry Advisory Groups to ascertain barriers to 
employment and training.  
 
Respondents were asked “What types of training would you consider most useful for addressing skills 
gaps in your workforce and how often would you need them?”   56% of respondents said that they 
would have a regular and/or frequent need for on-the job skill set for new job entrants and 59% 
said that they would consider industry workshops.   
 
In 2012 the Training Council also surveyed a number of Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) and 
found that over 56% of RTOs in the Food, Fibre and Timber Industries stated that they saw an 
increased market need for Skill Sets. 
 
Skill sets need to be funded in the same way as full qualifications.  Failure to recognise this need could 
render nationally recognised training obsolete for many time poor managers and employees.  

 

 

9. What kinds of strategies or initiatives are effective in addressing the LLN skills 

development needs of the manufacturing workforce? 

With labour markets constantly fluctuating in response to changes in mining activity, there are 
greater opportunities for people from underrepresented groups including Aboriginal, ex-offenders, 
people with disabilities, and people from non-English speaking backgrounds to engage in the labour 
market.  However, often employees from these groups have low language, literacy and numeracy 
skills and are therefore restricted in their ability to achieve their full potential.  
 
Workplace delivery of LLN training is best suited to light manufacturing workforce.  However 
businesses can often be reluctant to improve LLN skills due to the risk that employees, once trained, 
may seek alternative employment.   
 
Incentives such as tax offsets may help to counteract this uneasiness.  
 

  

 10. What employment and training strategies are effective to help displaced workers or 

at-risk workers to transition to new employment?  

Any training and employment programs that focus on upskilling displaced workers into growth areas 
of industry, such as understanding global supply chains, sustainability, competitive systems and 
processes, purchasing, design, warehousing and logistics, customer relations including international 
customers.   
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11. What types of continuous learning programs have been effective in teaching 

manufacturing workers skills that can be broadly applied across the industry and to other 

industries? 

Qualifications such as competitive systems and processes that are delivered on the job and across all 
levels of a business’s operations have proven to be effective in teaching lean manufacturing 
techniques that can be applied across the manufacturing sector and all other industries. 
 

 

12. What strategies can be used to encourage innovation (technical and non-technical) 

in the workplace? 

Training Providers delivering competitive systems and processes training report that autonomous 
work groups have been successful in identifying better ways of working.   
 
Other strategies may include: 

 study tours of overseas operations; 

 scholarships for middle and upper management;  and  

 increased support to industry associations to offer professional development to members 
that encourage innovation. 

 

Leadership and management 

13. What short- and medium-term enhancements can be made to improve the 

leadership, innovation and management skills in Australian manufacturing, particularly in 

SMEs? 

The light manufacturing industry is dominated by small businesses with over 90% either owner 
operated or employing between 1-19 staff.  The development of leadership, innovation and 
management skills in SMEs is considered essential to the long term survival of the industries.  
Manufacturing Industry Associations continually report skill development needs of its members in 
labour laws, contract obligations, time management and planning, estimating/quoting, workforce 
development planning, maintaining and operating CNC/automatic machines, site 
measuring/customer relations.  Leadership and innovation is rarely mentioned. 
 
Promoting Management qualifications (eg Diploma of Production Management) to small business or 
offering skill development programs focusing on the basics of leadership, innovation and 
management would be a good start. 
 
Given the large percentage of small businesses in the light manufacturing industry, is it often left to 
the Associations to keep up to date with new developments and to lead and inform members.  
However, Industry Associations have limited funds and often struggle to maintain basic services.  An 
injection of funds to support leadership and innovation is recommended.  
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Support programs, policies and initiatives 

14. What are the gaps in service provision and areas of duplication in the workforce 

development programs, policies and initiatives supporting manufacturing? 

There are few workforce development programs on offer to support the light manufacturing 
industries in Western Australia. The National Workforce Development Fund is complex and difficult to 
access due to eligibility criteria and high co-contributions.  Tailored skill development programs that 
match the needs and aspirations of small business and that are managed by the Industry themselves 
are required. 
 
SMEs are under considerable pressure to remain competitive given current operating conditions eg 
high Australian dollar, changing technologies, high machinery and equipment costs, and are often 
unaware of programs on offer.  However, a significant number of small businesses are engaged in the 
activities of Industry Associations and this could provide the vehicle to support improved 
management and innovation in manufacturing.  
 

 

15. What strategies could be introduced to better support manufacturing businesses of 

all sizes to actively think about workforce development and job design, and invest in 

skills and training? 

The Food, Fibre and Timber Industries Training Council supports increased funding for initiatives such 
as Enterprise Connect and workforce development initiatives such as skills audits, Training Needs 
Analysis, Workforce Development Advisors, and training in areas such as competitive systems and 
processes, and leadership training.  
 
The Training council also supports the funding of skill sets, both as stand-alone products and as a 
series of building blocks towards full qualifications. 
 
Industry Associations should be supported with funding to engage workforce development 
advisors.  Currently MSA employs Workforce Development Advisors to assist manufacturing 
businesses, however they only operate in NSW, South Australia and Victoria, and they do not 
support industry in Western Australia. 

 

16. Have we got the issues right? Where are the gaps in our analysis? 

AWPA should consider drilling down to strategies and funding regimes that best fit small enterprises 
as programs that are managed and funded at a National level do not reach the small to medium size 
enterprises.  Small businesses want to improve workforce skills and capabilities however lack the time 
and expertise to develop plans and access funds.  Consideration should be given to supporting 
Industry Associations in facilitating workforce development initiatives for its members.  
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17. Any other comments on this issues paper?  

 

 

  I do not consent to have my input made available on the AWPA website. 

 


