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Thank you for the opportunity to comment on Jobs and Skills Australia’s annual work plan
development process. Services for Australian Rural and Remote Allied Health (SARRAH) is the
peak body representing rural and remote allied health professionals (AHPs) working in the public,
private and community sectors, across primary and other health settings, disability, aged care,
and other service systems. SARRAH was established in 1995 as a network of rurally based allied
health professionals and continues to advocate on behalf of rural and remote communities to
improve access to allied health services and support equitable and sustainable health and well-
being. SARRAH maintains that every Australian should have access to health services wherever
they live and that allied health services are fundamental to the well-being of all Australians.

SARRAH strongly supports the vital role of Jobs and Skills Australia in improving the amount and
quality of detailed and strategic workforce related information available to inform national policy
and program development. This work is crucial to ensure the quality of Australia’s policy and
program investments, for the productivity and capacity of our economy and to provide strongest
basis possible to enable the development and delivery of effective, high quality and accessible
social services for Australians, wherever they live. Further, the quality of Jobs and Skills Australia’s
activities and output should influence the development of education, training and workforce
policies to enable more equitable service provision and capacity building; both essential to
optimising participation levels and national productivity.

There are several aspects of the proposed work plan development that SARRAH offers comment.
1. The scope of activity and focus for annual work plans
We strongly support the intent as set out on page 5 - Each work plan sets out the outcomes and

priorities for the year, such as the major in-depth and capacity studies — including workforce planning,
cohort analysis and other topics. ...... This is particularly important in the current economic environment
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where a shortage of skilled workers is one of the biggest economic challenges currently facing Australia. It
is also important when looking ahead to emerging and future workforce skills and training needs.

The plan aligns with the outlines an ambitious and necessarily multi-faceted focus for Jobs and
Skills Australia as set out in the Jobs and Skills Australia Act 2022. We urgently need a strategic
and coordinated approach to overall workforce growth and capacity-building, while prioritising
concerted action across multiple sectors concurrently. We face workforce constraints across
several critical sectors that are, in large part, the product of inadequate planning, coordination
and investment in workforce pipelines over years. Consequently:
e inflationary pressures and disruption are evident in many sectors as employers/service
providers draw on severely limited workforce supply;
e this is fuelling competition within sectors (e.g., the Health and Social Assistance) and
between sectors (e.g., trades, manufacturing and service-based industries); and
e in many cases, general constraints are exacerbated by distribution (or maldistribution) of
critical workforce — including factors such as the location/accessibility of education and
training infrastructure; courses; necessary on-the-job/practical/supervisor/clinical
resources; government policy and funding settings — which are frequently problematic in
rural and remote Australia.

2. Consultation - tripartite engagement and more

SARRAH appreciates tripartite engagement and commitment is vital to progressing this agenda.

We welcome assurance the broader community will also be involved substantively.

e This includes engaging widely in developing our work plan — with tripartite partners across state and
territory governments and industry, as well as the broader Australian community. (Page 5)

e Work in this area includes investing in deepening our tripartite engagement and outreach with partners
across industry, state and territory governments, Jobs and Skills Councils, education and training sector
and other stakeholders through our engagement and outreach strategy. (Page 10)

For Jobs and Skills Australia to fully meet the functions and performance requirements outlined
in section 9 of the Jobs and Skills Australia Act 2022 (page 6) deliberate steps to maximise the
contribution of the broader community, in addition to that of tripartite partners.

Contemporary and emerging industry sectors and workforce are complex and evolving rapidly.
Those shifts reinforce the need for tripartite parties to collaborate and work constructively to
ensure future national capability and productivity (or competitiveness) including to deliver high
quality, accessible service systems. This may present challenges for tripartite partners -
governments, unions and employer bodies — given their expertise and representative tends to
reflect well-established and/or dominant stakeholders and interests. There is an inherent risk
that (currently) less influential and/or emerging sector interests will not opportunity to shape the
jobs and skills agenda commensurate with their future importance to the community and national
economy. This risk should be managed in planning and other agenda setting processes. For
example:

e Australian Government efforts to help diversify and transform Australian manufacturing

capability require both more traditional trades, as well as new highly technical IT (and Al)
skills. By their nature, emerging workforces are less likely to be well understood or strongly
represented in tripartite deliberations.



e Similarly, the maldistribution of the health workforce, which is highly and
disproportionately concentrated in metropolitan centres (well documented in official
data) is long-standing and suggests rural and remote workforce and service issues have
not received adequate emphasis in policy setting, which is evidenced extensively by
workforce, service access and health disparities.

e Allied health professions as a group includes more than 25 distinct professions, each with
specialised expertise. They work in the public, private and community sectors, in health,
disability services, aged care, veterans’ services, mental health, rehabilitation, early
childhood and many other settings. There are more than 200,000 practitioners, are
amongst the fastest growing workforces, projected to continue to be in high demand and,
in much of Australia, in critical shortage to the extent that community demand (even when
funded through programs such as the NDIS) cannot be met. There has never been a
national allied health workforce strategy and for many professions (including those
employed in public health systems, eligible for MBS rebate-able services, etc) little to no
workforce data is collected exists, undermining the possibility of developing informed and
effective national, regional, service level or small business planning and capacity.

3. Enabling Activities

Building on the previous point, SARRAH believes the functions and performance requirements
established in section 9 of the Jobs and Skills Australia Act 2022, provides a compelling legal basis
(and requirement) to investigate and promote comprehensive and evidence-based priority
workforce strategies that are well articulated and address serious existing and projected
workforce shortages.

Section 9 of the Act, long-term workforce trend and projections data (as produced by Jobs and
Skills Australia’s predecessor organisations) and contextual factors, such as the impacts and
implications of COVID-19, suggest there is an urgent need to prioritise a major analysis of the
Health and Social Assistance sector workforce, with a specific focus on allied health professional
and assistant workforces. As mentioned above, Australia has no national Allied Health workforce
development or distribution strategy despite being among the fastest growing workforces of the
past two decades with growth projected to continue. The extend of these issues is outlined in this
SARRAH media release.

A major focus on allied health workforce is consistent with the approach described in the Strategic
Advice and Deliverables section of the consultation document (page 8) and the proposed
Roadmap:
The Roadmap will identify the short, medium and long-term skills needs of the Australian economy
and provide an indicative roadmap of how these needs can be met, including the areas of focus
that Jobs and Skills Australia will lead on providing analytic and strategic advice.

SARRAH understands this work would be progressed working closely with the newly established
Skills Council covering this sector, HumanAbility.
An important component of our strategic advice also involves our interactive partnerships with
Jobs and Skills Councils and collaboration with state and territories.
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SARRAH would be keen to work with Jobs and Skills Australia, HumanAbility, tripartite partner
representatives and other stakeholders to progress this work, which we believe well meets the
criteria for Major in-depth and capacity studies (as detailed on page 9 and expanded on at page
11):
Each year we anticipate that we will be able to complete a small number (around two to four) of
major in-depth and capacity studies (which would include cohort and regional analyses aspects),
based on the priorities set out in our National Jobs and Skills Roadmap and Annual Jobs and Skills
Report, informed by consultations with stakeholders.

You requested feedback on the proposed criteria for selecting major studies (listed on page 11).
The criteria suggested — Alignment; Impact; Future Focus; Coverage; Time; Feasibility; and Cost
provide a sensible and balanced basis on which to assess priorities. It is vitally important that
these criteria (or considerations) be weighted where necessary and that considerations such as
cost, time or “feasibility” do not lead to the identification of “priorities” on the basis that they are
less time intensive, less costly or are able to draw from existing data sources. This would
undermine the purpose and value of the legislation and work plan considerably.

Inevitably, in situations where governments and other stakeholders have not invested sufficiently
in collecting and analysing information about important and emerging industry sectors and
workforces, the costs and time required to rectify the situation are likely to be greater and the
processes potentially more involved. These relative costs and implications will need to be
considered alongside broader objective factors, such as the risks and potential service, capacity
and cost implications associated with an absence of meaningful workforce data, policy and
planning information.

The consultation draft also indicates Jobs and Skills Australia will undertake smaller workforce
profile studies to build understanding of workforces in priority areas. (Page 8). At an absolute
minimum SARRAH argue that a study of this kind investigates the Allied Health Assistant (AHA)
workforce — including, growth, training and development efficacy and access, recognition,
regulatory and clinical governance arrangements that apply to this important emerging
workforce. There is enormous potential for AHAs to complement existing allied health clinical
capacity and expand the reach of services especially in communities that have difficulty accessing
such services, while building significant local skills and service capacity in areas of high (and
unmet) service demand. Again, SARRAH would welcome the opportunity to work with
stakeholders on such a study.

4. Core data publications and products

The workforce related publications and products for which Jobs and Skills Australia has
responsibility (as described on page 9 of the consultation paper) are, in the main, a highly valued
resource. Notwithstanding some limitations, they provide a sound basis from which to develop
data and other information necessary to inform future national, workforce, training, education
and related policy setting. Some areas of improvement relate to the limitations of data that is
collected and therefore able to be accessed by Jobs and Skills Australia or any other body.
Examples of this include:

e The absence of national data for several allied health professions which are self-regulated

(as opposed to being regulated under the Australian Health Practitioner Regulation

Agency (Ahpra), for example speech pathologists, audiologists, exercise physiologists,
social workers, dietitians and nutritionists among others.
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e Limitations associated with the current Australian and New Zealand Standard

Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO), which is currently undergoing its first substantial

review in 21 years.

o SARRAH is contributing to the review and arguing for ANZSCO to be updated to
include and properly categorise Allied Health Assistants (AHA) to align with their
therapeutic roles working with Allied Health Professionals.

o Such anomalies have real workforce supply and capacity impacts. For example,
while Allied Health Assistance VET qualifications are available, governments may
identify courses eligible for subsidy, drawing from ANZSCO codes. This can mean
that (despite high demand for AHA skills), AHA VET training does not attract
subsidies, and therefore less likely to be in demand by jobseekers or run by VET
providers.

SARRAH would also recommend that Jobs and Skills Australia investigate areas of data reporting
and analysis which appear either:
i) Inconsistent across the various information products/analyses produced; and/or

i) At odds with other information that reflects the experience of employers/service
providers etc.

As regards i) there are numerous instances where an allied health profession is identified as being
in national shortage, where projected demand is far above current growth rates— yet are then
identified as not being in national and/or regional shortage (whereas other professions, that are
projected to have lower vacancy rates and far lower projected demand growth are identified as
being in severe shortage).

As regards ii) there are numerous instances where an allied health profession which is known to
be in major shortage (especially across rural and remote Australia and among our member
organisations and extensive partnerships) are not identified as an area of future demand growth.

Inevitably there are complexities in the data that many explain some of these (apparent)
anomalies, however, there is a strong case for apparent anomalies such as these to be reviewed,
with the input of a broader cross-section of sector workforce specialists, to improve the quality,
presentation and/or interpretation of the material.

In keeping with our own objectives, SARRAH strongly supports the agenda being progressed by
Jobs and Skills Australia. If you would like to discuss issues raised in SARRAHs response or require
further information, please contact me at catherine@sarrah.org.au or Allan Groth at
allan@sarrah.org.au.

Yours Sincerely

Cath Maloney
Chief Executive Officer
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