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The ARA 
 

The Australasian Railway Association (ARA) is the peak body for the rail sector in Australia and New 

Zealand, and advocates for more than 170 member organisations across the industry. 

Our membership covers every aspect of the rail industry, including: 

• The passenger and freight operators that keep essential rail services moving;  

• The track owners, managers and contractors that deliver a safe and efficient rail 

infrastructure network; and 

• The suppliers, manufacturers and consultants that drive innovation, productivity and 

efficiency in the rail industry. 

Our members are driven to support vibrant, sustainable and connected communities through 

greater use of rail across Australia and New Zealand. We bring together industry and government to 

help achieve this ambition. 

Our advocacy is informed by an extensive research program to ensure we offer solutions that are 

grounded in evidence and focused on delivering tangible value in our daily lives. 

We believe the rail industry has a crucial role to play in the region’s sustainable development and 

growth, and know that the industry offers meaningful and rewarding careers for tens of thousands 

of people in the regions. 

Our significant program of work is focused on supporting a strong advocacy agenda, and creating 

opportunities for the rail industry to network, collaborate and share information, and maximise the 

benefits we have to offer the wider community. 

This submission has been developed in consultation with ARA member organisations. 

The ARA thanks The Treasury for the opportunity to provide this submission. 

Any questions regarding this submission should be directed to Simon Bourke, General Manager – 

Policy and Government Relations via sbourke@ara.net.au. 

Australia’s Rail Industry  
 

Rail is a significant industry in Australia, creating economic activity through its operations and capital 

investments. It is an industry with activities across every major metropolitan and regional area and 

is supported by the full spectrum of skills in the Australian workforce. In 2019, the rail industry 

contributed around $30 billion to the Australian economy and employed more than 165,000 

workers (directly and indirectly in full-time equivalent terms, FTE). The industry is made up of around 

900 businesses that are located in approximately 20 major hubs. 

mailto:sbourke@ara.net.au
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General Comments 
 

Rail Infrastructure Investment 

It is important to recognise there is a huge pipeline of rail investment forecast over the next  

15 years. In research undertaken by BIS Oxford Economics1 into the rail supply chain, it found that 

overall, $129 billion in rail civil construction and maintenance is forecast for the coming decade to 

2031-32, compared to $96 billion over the last decade. Over the next 15 years, $154 billion in rail 

construction work is expected. 

The forecast for railway construction activity over the short to medium term is driven by a strong 

funded pipeline spanning heavy haul, freight and passenger projects. A positive longer-term outlook 

is driven by population growth, urban expansion, and environmental concerns; particularly, the 

need to reduce carbon emissions in Australia’s transport sector to help meet critical climate targets. 

This strong investment pipeline provides the rail industry with an unparalleled opportunity to grow 

its contribution to the Australian economy and deliver even more skilled jobs.  

As seen in the figure below, publicly funded major projects across New South Wales, Victoria and 

Queensland will account for 77% of major project work in 2023-24. 

Major Railway Project in Australia 

 

The key projects boosting activity in the near term include metro passenger projects in New South 

Wales and Victoria, the Inland Rail project (spanning NSW, Victoria and Queensland), the Melbourne 

Airport Rail Link in Victoria and the Cross River Rail project in Queensland. Construction is set to 

peak in 2023-24 at $13.2 billion before cooling as several key projects begin to wind down. Including 

maintenance, total activity will eclipse $15.4 billion in 2023-24. 

 
1 BIS Oxford Economics 2022, Australian Rail Market Outlook 
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It is clear an infrastructure build of this magnitude anticipates the skills and labour are available to 

construct the infrastructure. 

Skills Crisis 

The skills challenges facing the rail sector are unfortunately long-standing and well understood. 

There are a range of skill shortages in specialist roles such as signalling, track maintenance, train 

drivers and controllers, as well as educators, trainers and assessors. There is a lack of direct 

pathways into rail from our tertiary institutions, with very limited rail specific courses on offer. This 

issue is compounded by a shortage of qualified rail training staff across the country, with the 

inconsistent nature of standards and systems across Australia’s rail network making training 

particularly challenging.  

This is a priority issue for the ARA and we welcomed last year’s release of Infrastructure Australia’s 

2021 Infrastructure Market Capacity report. The report and its analysis of the infrastructure 

workforce skills supply confirmed that urgent action is needed to address this crisis, which is set to 

worsen over the next three years. The report found that by 2023, skills demand will be 48 per cent 

higher than supply, with the transport infrastructure sector set to be one of the hardest hit. The 

report’s findings align closely to the ARA’s own 2018 Rail Skills Capability Study, which also predicted 

significant skills shortages in key rail roles, in particular signalling and systems engineers.  

Since that time, with the advent of COVID and inability to bring any skilled migrants to Australia 

whilst at the same time ramping up investment in rail to unprecedented levels, the need to address 

the skills crisis has never been more urgent. There is a critical need to attract, train and develop 

outstanding talent in the rail industry to support its long-term growth.  

The ARA’s 2022 Building Australian Rail Skills for the Future report confirmed expected workforce 

gaps of up to 70,000 skilled workers by 2023, with some areas of specialisation already experiencing 

shortages. Its review of global initiatives to build rail skills capability identified four areas of action 

for industry and government to address: 

• Leadership, collaboration and partnership: Work together to deliver an Australian rail 

training system that provides consistent, accessible, high-quality provision across our 

jurisdictions 

• Strategic workforce planning: Understand and plan for future workforce needs, ensuring 

skills supply meets industry demand 

• Attracting, recruiting and retaining our workforce: Attract and retain a diverse workforce, as 

leading employers and an industry of choice 

• Skilling our workforce: Build and future-proof industry capability and support individual 

carer progression through transferrable skills development 

Rail suffers from significant barriers to mobility, as each jurisdiction and rail infrastructure manager 

has differing requirements for the training courses that lead to recognition of the competencies held 

by workers. In other words, at a time when we have significant skills shortages, the industry is faced 

with large productivity losses by having workers duplicate training every time they operate in a 

different jurisdiction. 

https://ara.net.au/wp-content/uploads/ARA-Skills-Capability-Study.pdf
https://ara.net.au/wp-content/uploads/Building-Australian-Rail-Skills-for-the-Future.pdf
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Historically the large government rail entities have undertaken their own training, however, with 

changes to the structure of funding and the introduction of franchising and in some cases 

privatisation, there is now an urgent need for our TAFE sector to work with the rail industry to be 

able to deliver rail specific training. The TAFE sector nationally has always supported rail well in the 

training of tradespeople, however, in relation to the many hundreds of other roles in the rail 

industry, it has not had funding or opportunity to take a national rail approach.  

This situation has further broken down over the last two decades as there has been little to no 

concurrent government investment in TAFE to support the rail sector in partnering with industry to 

develop and deliver sustainable national training programs that ensure the rail industry has access 

to skilled workers. The ARA is pleased to note that the Australian Government intends to better fund 

the TAFE sector and we hope that in doing so the needs of large industry sectors such as rail can be 

considered as a focus for TAFE funding. 

The Migration Challenge for Rail  

While there are being positive steps being taken to address these skills issues (primarily through the 

National Rail Action Plan (NRAP) initiative driven by Federal and State Infrastructure and Transport 

Ministers), there is still a significant reliance on the ability to access international expertise.  

In order to get a better understanding of the importance of access to skilled international workers 

for the rail industry, the ARA earlier this year conducted a survey of its members. Of the members 

that responded to the survey, 68 per cent of organisations indicated that they sourced international 

workers through Australia’s skilled migration program prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The majority of those organisations (over 60 per cent) also noted that those skilled international 

workers were critical for the delivery of high-value projects and operational roles. 

The types of organisations that responded were from a variety of different sectors of the rail 

industry (e.g. rollingstock manufacturing/maintenance, track construction/design/maintenance, 

signalling and communications, freight and passenger operators, engineering and consulting). Over 

35 per cent of those organisations employed 500 or more people, and a further 22 per cent 

employed between 50 – 499 people per organisation.  

It’s also important to note that 57 per cent of those organisations indicated that skilled international 

workers make up between 1 – 15 per cent of their workforce, and a further 18 per cent indicating 

that more than half of their workforce are skilled international workers.  

Half of the survey respondents indicated that over the next 12-18 months, their reliance on skilled 

international workers is likely to increase, with the remainder of respondents expecting their 

reliance to resume to pre pandemic levels.  

The survey also revealed that the most in demand roles to be filled by skilled international workers 

for the rail industry would be professionals such as civil and electrical engineers, designers, 

planners, signalling specialists, as well as experienced ICT and construction specialists and 

managers. There will also be demand for train controllers, drivers and plant operators. 
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Work of the ARA in Addressing Skills Shortages 

The ARA is progressing new strategies and initiatives in collaboration with industry, government, and 

education partners to assist in the management of skills shortages in areas that are in critical short 

supply, some of which are outlined below.  

• Initiating a Skills Intelligence Model (SIM) in collaboration with the National Rail Skills 

Academy in the UK. This will result in a report that provides insight to industry as to where 

the investment is occurring and where the skills are located across Australia. It will also 

assist in identifying the skills that will be needed in the future, as well as provide insight into 

a range of other social dimensions including diversity. This level of information will allow ARA 

and the education industry to collaborate to build the courses and learning strategies in 

advance of the need to have the skilled resources available to industry. 

• Leading the engagement with the National Rail Skills Hub that has been established with a 

three-year funding commitment by the Infrastructure and Transport Ministers through the 

National Transport Commission. The National Rail Skills Hub is a virtual resource designed to 

assist in building collaborative partnerships that improve the mobility of workers in the rail 

industry.  

• Establishing partnerships with the education sector to build a range of training/learning 

solutions that support careers in rail, as well as supporting the existing rail workforce to 

transition to new technologies. This will be critical as signalling systems and rollingstock 

across passenger, freight and heavy haul become more technologically complex.  

• Building a website that will be comprehensive in its focus on attracting and facilitating 

information about career opportunities in the rail industry, for both young people and those 

seeking to transition from other industries into rail. 

• Partnering with Engineers Australia to develop rail specialisation micro-credentials that can 

be recognised into Diploma level programs available in both the university and VET sectors. 

Key Issues 
 

The following section outlines the ARA’s position on ways to build a bigger, better-trained and more 

productive workforce for the rail industry.  

1. Technical and Further Education (TAFE) 
Historically, government-owned rail operators have delivered their own training for their own 

networks. This has meant that to hold a rail role you had to be employed first and then trained once 

employed. With the investment that has been happening in rail over the last 10 years, and is 

projected to continue, this training model is no longer fit for purpose. The supply chain and 

contractors are currently unable to attract or train their workforce in an efficient manner to support 

rail in delivering significant construction and maintenance outcomes. Whilst most large operators 

have enterprise RTOs in their organisation, they do not have the bandwidth to meet the currency 

training needs of their enterprise and support contractors. 
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Due to rail operators having historically delivered their own training for their own networks, TAFE 

around Australia has never had demand from the rail industry. That situation has changed, and 

TAFE is only able to provide pre-employment training, and in some cases specific courses to a small 

number of employees in one jurisdiction. It is hoped that with the standing up of the Industry 

Clusters from 1 January 2023 there will be an opportunity at the federal level to bring training 

providers and industry closer together in the identification, development and delivery of training 

solutions whether they be whole qualifications, skill sets or micro-credentials. For this to happen it is 

necessary that TAFE have access to resources to specifically target support for the rail industry. 

The North Metro TAFE in Perth is an example of collaboration between the Western Australian 

Government, TAFE and the ARA that has led to the planned delivery of three rail infrastructure 

courses to young people and others in 2023. This is the first time TAFE has been able to make rail 

courses available to people who are not already employees. The Western Australian Government 

has invested $5.7 million in North Metro TAFE so that appropriate track, civil and signalling 

resources can be constructed, ensuring the training is robust and competency based. TAFE has been 

able to source appropriately qualified trainers. North Metro TAFE is also able now to deliver the 

Certificate 4 in Rail Signalling and other rail specific courses will be possible as a result of well 

targeted funding from the Western Australian Government.  

The ARA notes that the Australian Government has signed a TAFE funding agreement with the 

Western Australian Government and hope that funding can now be directed in Western Australia to 

other TAFE facilities, particularly in regional and remote areas of WA where the rail skills shortage is 

acute.     

Recommendation: 

The Australian Government ensures targeted funding to TAFE to support partnerships with 

industry to attract rail trainers and build/deliver rail training programs. 

2. Compliance requirements imposed by Australian Skills Quality 

Authority (ASQA) 
The rail industry has found aspects of the rigorous compliance requirements imposed by ASQA are 

unrealistic and do not support the integration of new technologies into training. Rail, like many 

industries, is currently undergoing a digital transformation. This is most evident in the signalling 

space where operators are moving from mechanical and electrical signalling technology to digital 

technologies that allow the operator to run many more trains on existing infrastructure safely.  

The problem that is often encountered is that ASQA do not support training and assessment 

partnerships with subject matter experts who do not hold a Certificate IV in Training & Assessment. 

When industry invests in new technologies from overseas, they are reliant on the overseas vendor 

to train workers here in Australia, and where there is a nationally recognised unit or competence or 

skill set that could be used, it is necessary to partner with an RTO that meets all the compliance 

requirements with the overseas subject matter expert. An ASQA audit will invariably result in a non-

conformance, and this can be very costly if the enterprise is then required to re-train a workforce. 
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Recommendation: 

Ensure that ASQA undertake a rail industry consultation to identify unnecessary compliance 

blockages to building a skilled workforce, with a view to developing practical solutions in 

collaboration with industry.  

3. National curriculum 
The new Industry Clusters will continue to develop units of competence and qualifications, however, 

the previous AISC model only developed competencies, not curriculum. Workers are having to train 

in the same units of competence multiple times because different RIMs in different states have not 

recognised training delivered by other operators or RTOs in other states. To address this, the ARA is 

seeking assurance that the new Industry Cluster model will provide a national ‘warehouse’ where 

TAFE and RTOs can access national curriculum. The current situation is that the National Rail Skills 

Hub has been partnering with ARA to develop national courseware. The National Rail Skills Hub only 

has approximately 16 months of funding remaining.  

The ARA recommends that the national curriculum, such as the Certificate IV in Network Operations 

that AIS developed with specific funding from the NTC, be located in the relevant Industry Cluster.  

It is also important that other national curriculum approved by industry committees operating in the 

Cluster, also be maintained within that Cluster. This will require specific funding so that the 

curriculum can be kept current in terms of industry practice, and easily accessible to TAFE nationally, 

as well as other private rail RTOs. Under this process, the development of national curriculum for 

rail would go through a thorough endorsement process by industry, prior to it being approved for 

use and housing in the Industry Cluster. 

Recommendation: 

Ensure that nationally agreed curriculum is developed in such a way that it is fully accessible to 

TAFE and RTO. 

4. Updating the ANZSCO codes 
The Australian and New Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations list five specific roles for rail. 

The ARA monitors roles as part of its salary review each quarter which includes over 400 roles. There 

are at least 100 roles that are rail specific. Without the roles being adequately reflected in the 

ANZSCO list, the rail industry cannot apply for apprenticeship or traineeship funding, and will 

struggle to get these roles reflected in migration priority lists. 

Recommendation: 

 Ensure that ANZSCO codes are updated to accurately reflect the important roles required in the 

rail industry to assist in identifying and addressing skills shortages. 
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5. National Workforce Development Fund (NWDF) 
The NWDF helped businesses to identify and address their workforce development needs. Under 

the NWDF businesses were able to apply for funding to support training their workers in areas of 

identified need. The program aimed to help businesses lift their workforce capacity, providing 

Australian workers with the opportunity to increase their skills through formal training and assist 

areas of the economy where skilled workers are needed the most. This scheme has previously been 

used successfully in the aviation sector to support training for 150+ regional airport workers in 

Certificate III in Airport Services.  

Recommendation: 

The Australian Government give consideration to re-establishing the National Workforce 

Development Fund or a similar mechanism 

6. Apprenticeship training program structure  
The current model of apprenticeship schemes was designed early last century. Since that time the 

internet and smart phones have become heavily integrated into our lives. The reality is that 

apprentices and trainees often have immediate access to well targeted information well in advance 

of when they may or may not have the information in the TAFE curriculum.  

It is not attractive to attend TAFE one day a week and working the other four over a three- or four-

year program, often with a significant disconnect between the working experience and the learning 

experience, and on a very small remuneration. From time-to-time enrolments in apprenticeships 

increase, however, the completion rates have been falling for in excess of 10 years. 

The scale of skilled labour shortage that requires the successful completion of an apprenticeship is 

exponentially growing each year. From hairdressers to electrical fitters, the structure of 

apprenticeships is not meeting the needs of learners, and in some cases not meeting industry 

needs.  

The ARA would welcome a comprehensive review of apprenticeships to be undertaken in a manner 

that looks across the whole cohort of apprenticeships. The review needs to be undertaken in 

collaboration with the newly established Industry Clusters. An examination of global approaches to 

trade training and the impact of technology on the design of trade training should also be a key 

feature of the proposed review. The ARA believes it is critical for the Government to work with the 

education industry, unions and other stakeholders to start the process the modernise 

apprenticeships in a manner that ensures they are attractive to learners and employers, and provide 

the Australian economy with highly skilled tradespeople. 

Recommendation: 

The Australian Government, in consultation with industry and key stakeholders, undertake a 

comprehensive review the current apprenticeship training program structure.  
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7. Apprenticeship wage subsidy  
The apprenticeship wage subsidy needs to be reviewed, along with the wider ecosystem of 

apprenticeships to provide incentives to businesses who bring on apprenticeships for high need 

roles and improve the successful completion rates of apprentices. Whilst the wage subsidy does 

provide an incentive to employers to hire apprentices, it does not translate to positive trends in 

relation to completion rates.  

Often apprentices leave apprenticeships because they can find better remuneration in other 

industries. Incentives need to be available to apprentices that motivate them to remain in the 

apprenticeship and excel in their studies and develop practical skills that are applicable in the 

workplace.  

The other significant reason that apprentices exit prior to completing an apprenticeship is the length 

of the training program. Whilst apprentices gain valuable experience being in the workplace, often 

that experience is unstructured and not connected to their TAFE learning. Apprenticeships need to 

require evidence of improved integration between the time spent in the workplace and the formal 

learning.  

Recommendation: 

The Australian Government review the wage subsidy program for apprenticeships to ensure it 

adequately supports business and supports improved completion rates of apprenticeships. 

8. Improve Migration Settings 
Noting the Department of Home Affairs is currently consulting on its Discussion Paper: A migration 

system for Australia’s future, which the ARA will be providing a separate submission to, below is a 

summary of what the ARA considers relevant to the addressing skills discussion. 

Employment Marketing 

Invest in a marketing campaign for employment in Australia in the same way that Tourism Australia 

promotes our tourism industry. 

Skilled visa classes  

Review all skilled visa classes to make the visa’s more attractive to overseas applicants by increasing 

their term length and providing a clearer pathway to permanent residency.  

Priority Migration Skilled Occupation list  

Undertake a review of the Priority Migration Skilled Occupation List to ensure it accurately reflects 

the current skills needs of the country.  

Global Talent Visa Program  

Review the Global Talent Visa Program To have ‘infrastructure’ and ‘transport’ as their own 

standalone target sectors, rather than being combined with tourism as is currently the case. While 

both industries are undoubtedly vital to the economy, the skill sets, projects and issues facing the 

sectors are very different and warrant separate recognition. 


