Master Builders’ priorities 2017-18

The size and importance of the building and construction industry in Victoria
cannot be overestimated.
This is the most important sector for the State – in terms of what it delivers to the
economy and the community. The sector doesn’t just deliver jobs, output and a
disproportionate amount of taxation revenue – but it also delivers the houses and
social infrastructure like roads, transport, parks, hospitals, schools and aged‐care
facilities ‐ that are needed for Victorians to maintain the living standards that they
have come to expect.
But this sector also has some ticking time bombs that must be addressed as a matter of urgency. If
we do not address these issues, then the Victorian economy and community will suffer.
Victoria is the fastest‐growing State in the nation. We need to accommodate more than 120,000
new people in this state every year, which means ensuring that the infrastructure and amenities are
also available to ensure our living standards are maintained. A rapidly growing population points to
the need to deal with the industry’s time bombs – a shortage of skilled workers, spiralling planning
delays, housing affordability and underinvestment in building technology.
The building and construction industry is currently one of the largest full‐time employers in the State
and is projected to see jobs growth in the future as well as new skills and innovation requirements.
This sees some important and emerging issues in training and skills, as well as investment and
support for innovation and new technologies. New technological and building methodologies have
thrown into doubt our ability to accommodate new building practices within our regulatory system.
Pre‐fabrication and off site production technologies and processes do not fit into our traditional
inspection processes or domestic building contracts requirements.
The lack of awareness about the variety and importance of careers in the building and construction
industry is being translated into a shortage of workers in the rapidly expanding industry. We know
there are fewer people beginning apprenticeships and a high number that drop out before
completion. We also know that it is becoming increasingly difficult for builders to find skilled
tradespeople. For too long, entering a trade has been seen as inferior to a University education, and
if we are to keep up with the skills needs that will be required by the sector in the future, there will
need to be a concerted investment in changing the cultural perceptions of careers in the industry.
This should be done through a publicity campaign and career support about the sector’s unique and
engaging job opportunities that lead to fulfilling careers.
The issues associated with rapid population growth are broad and complex, but there are some
priorities that must be dealt with as a matter of urgency. However, a common theme across all of
these issues is that there is a lack of vision, planning, co‐ordination and implementation to deliver
and drive solutions.
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There isn’t yet one strategy or one Ministerial Department responsible to take the lead on
coordinated reform. At present, there are multiple departments and Ministers responsible for the
regulation and delivery of policy for the industry. The importance of the building and construction
industry, to the future of Victoria, creates an imperative for the establishment of a Minister for
Building and Construction, who is responsible for the issues in the building and construction
industry, with the power to make decisions; the resources to implement those decisions; and the
dedicated focus on the building and construction industry.
Through the Minister for Building and Construction there needs to be a means of review and fast
tracking changes to regulations to deal with things like emerging technologies and building practices.
This can only be done where there is a dedicated and powerful governmental response to the issue.
This needs to be achieved as a matter of urgency. We cannot continue to sit on our hands whilst
planning delays, quality issues and skills shortages threaten our building and construction industry
and our Victorian way of life.

Radley de Silva
CEO
Master Builders Association Victoria
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Importance of the sector
The building and construction industry is the most important sector in Victoria. The sector delivers
significant employment, GSP and taxation
revenue.

2nd largest
full time
employer

6th largest
employer overall

But importantly, it also delivers the houses,
roads, transport, parks, hospitals, schools and
aged‐care facilities that are needed for
Victorians to maintain the living standards that
they have come to expect.
The construction industry generates around
251,000 jobs, making it the second largest full‐
time employer in the State. Around 211,000
construction jobs are full time jobs and part
time employment in the sector grew by 21.5 per
cent last year.

The sector continues to make a significant
economic contribution to the Gross State Product (GSP), accounting for around 6.9 per cent of the
State’s total goods and services produced in FY 2015/16, or $24 billion measured in dollar value,
making it the 5th largest sector in terms of economic output.
Master Builders notes that the Government relies heavily on income from land transfers with over
40 per cent of the total taxation revenue sourced from taxes related to the property sector such as
land transfer duty and land tax. The income from this tax is forecast to increase over the coming
years. Given the reliance on the property sector for taxation revenue, it is imperative that the
Government supports the sector through
policy initiatives.
There were a total of 94,996 firms in the
Victorian construction industry as at the end
of June 2016, or 16.7 per cent of the 570,304
businesses within the state, above the
national average of 16.5% and being the
largest sector by number of firms in the State.
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Recommendations

1.1

1. A Minister for Building and Construction
Establish a Minister for Building and Construction as a matter of priority, who will be
responsible for the issues in the building and construction industry.

2. Publicity campaign and careers support
2.1
The government should fund a stakeholder driven consumer awareness campaign,
information support and program for careers in the building and construction industry. This
could be run through the department of the Minister for Building and Construction.
3. Urban densification
3.1
Ensure that the Metropolitan Housing Strategies referred to in Plan Melbourne 2017‐2050
will include targets on housing mix and affordable housing needs, as well as information on
land supply location to meet those needs. The plan should also include strategies to ensure
Local Councils will be held to account and;
3.2

Broaden applications available for assessment through the VicSmart 10 day fast track
codified process to include developments like secondary dwellings, to ensure that
efficiencies in our planning system can be achieved; and

3.3

In light of the Reformed Residential Zones, Master Builders urges the government to closely
monitor and report on the way that councils use zones and schedules as a tool to prevent the
construction of homes for Victorians.

4.1

4. Building technology and jobs
Consider ways to invest in new building technologies and pre‐fabricated technology in
Victoria, for example through piloting a pre‐fabricated construction plant for social housing;

4.2

Facilitate the rule of law and sustainable workplace conditions in our domestic and
commercial construction industry – including flexible workplace practices like part‐time
work;

4.3

Develop a mechanism to review and fast track regulatory changes to accommodate new
building practices; and

4.4

As already highlighted, support industry RTOs ‐ recognising the new types of skills that are
needed in the industry and the unique role those industry RTOs can play.

5. Skills and training
5.1
Provide support for industry RTOs ‐ recognising the new types of skills that are needed in the
industry and the unique role those industry RTOs can play;
5.2

Develop new attraction and training programs for apprentices;

5.3

Invest in a publicity campaign for the industry; and

5.4

Implement mandatory trades registration in Victoria.
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1. Establish a Minister for Building
and Construction
Master Builders is proud of the size and importance of the building and construction industry in
Victoria.
The sector also has some of the clearest looming problems that must be addressed as a matter of
urgency. The issues are broad and complex, but there are some priorities that must be dealt with as
a matter of urgency. A common theme across all of these issues is that there is a lack of vision,
planning, co‐ordination and implementation to deliver and drive solutions.
There is not yet an overarching strategy ‐ or one Ministerial Department‐ responsible for addressing
these challenges. At present, there are multiple departments and Ministers responsible for the
regulation and delivery of policy for the industry. For example, ministries that are involved in the
industry are Planning, Treasury, Finance, Education/Training, Skills, Consumer Affairs,
Energy/Environment, Infrastructure, Roads/Ports, Industrial Relations, Regional Development, Small
Business/Innovation/Trade and Mental Health. Regulators include Attorney General, WorkSafe,
Victorian Building Authority and VMIA.
The importance of the building and construction industry to the future of Victoria creates an
imperative for the establishment of a Minister for Building and Construction. This individual would
be responsible for the issues in the building and construction industry, with the power to make
decisions quickly; the resources to implement those decisions; and the dedicated focus on the
building and construction industry.

Recommendation
Master Builders recommends that the State Government
1.1 Establish a Minister for Building and Construction as a matter of priority, who will be
responsible for the issues in the building and construction industry.
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2. Publicity
support

campaign

and

careers

The lack of awareness about the broad variety and importance of careers in the building and
construction industry is being translated into a shortage of workers in the rapidly expanding
industry. Beginning at the apprenticeship level and continuing through to trades and other areas of
the industry; there is a shortage of workers in the industry. More than just a recruitment drive, there
is a need to change the cultural perception of the careers in the industry. For too long, entering a
trade has been seen as inferior to a University education, and if we are to keep up with the skills
needs that will be required by the sector in the future, there will need to be a concerted investment
in changing the cultural perceptions of careers in the industry. The breadth of careers means that
there are a variety of ways to enter the industry, not just though apprenticeships.

Low completion rates: trades apprenticeships
The apprenticeship non‐completion rate for trades in Australia is currently very high, sitting at
around 44.7% in Victoria1. Understanding the reasons for this is highly complex. There is very little
available research examining the reasons for this dropout rate.
Master Builders Association of Victoria has undertaken a preliminary survey to determine whether:
a) there might be some themes that can be extrapolated from the survey and available
research;
b) some preliminary recommendations can be made.
Surveys were undertaken of the three main stakeholders in the apprenticeship field: apprentices,
employers and trade instructors. Based on the survey, as well as some desk‐based research, Master
Builders considers that there are key drivers impacting an apprentices’ likelihood of completing their
studies. A number of recurring issues are impacting on apprenticeship attraction, retention and
completion include2:

1
2

•

Quality of careers advice;

•

Lack of rigor in ascertaining a potential apprentice's level of language, literacy and numeracy
(LLN) skills;

•

Quality of teaching and learning ‐ the relationship between trainers and students can
considerably impact on apprentice success in continuing with studies and ultimately the
employment contract;

NCVER: Completion and attrition rates for apprentices and trainees 2014. Published NCVER 20 July 2015
Monash University, Tim E Powers: Predicting apprenticeship retention: not all trades are the same
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•

Employer suitability and management style ‐ with too few apprenticeship support officers in
the field, trust is put in the completion of a employer statutory declaration rather than a
thorough investigation of an employer's (and their workplace's) suitability to employ an
apprentice3. Informal workplace social structures are important to ensuring apprentice well‐
being 4;

•

Outdated training programs and approaches ‐ lack of flexibility in training packages and
insufficient industry engagement by providers lead to poor training quality and training
outcomes; and

•

Ill‐conceived apprenticeship and employer incentives.

Master Builders recommends three key reform priorities to improve apprenticeships attraction and
retention:
1. Before an apprenticeship: Students need to choose an apprenticeship for the right reasons
and have had some role models, advisers or information that have given them a realistic and
positive view of their future career path;
2. During an apprenticeship: Students need to feel supported and understood by their boss
and to understand the financial implications of being ‘paid to learn’ during the
apprenticeship period. In addition, they need to have an understanding of the rewards that
a long‐term career might bring (including increased wages and autonomy); and
3. Beyond an apprenticeship: Students need to be given a status and recognition for
completion of their apprenticeship and for continuing in a career in the industry.
This demonstrates that there are substantial issues at all three major turning points of an
apprentice’s career.
The declining number of apprentices is being translated into a declining number of tradespeople.
The building and construction workforce is facing challenges to keep up with demand. As reported in
The Australian newspaper on 14 September 2015, the residential construction boom is being
plagued by a ‘tradie crisis’, with a shortage of skilled labour increasing the cost and time involved in
building a house and adding to already high property prices in Melbourne5. As demonstrated by the
December 2016 national survey of builders conducted by Master Builders, Victorian builders are
experiencing increasing difficulty in finding tradespeople – bricklayers and carpenters being amongst
the hardest to find.

3

Victorian Auditor‐General’s Report: Apprenticeship and Traineeship completion (2014)
NCVER and University of Sydney: Beyond mentoring: social support structures for young Australian carpentry
apprentices 2016
4

5

Brown, G 2015 ‘Tradie shortage pushes home prices up as skills lost to mining’, The Australian, 14 September 2015, p.5

Master Builders Association of Victoria | 332 Albert Street, East Melbourne, Vic 3002 | (03) 9411 4555 | www.mbav.com.au | Page 7 of 29

Master Builders’ priorities 2017-18

Figure 1: Master Builders national survey December 2016
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The Victorian construction sector is currently the second largest full time employer in the State. As
summed up in the report Super Connected Jobs: Understanding Australia’s Future Workforce (2015)6,
there will be demand in the future for skills to build houses and infrastructure to accommodate the
growing population. The report shows that growth in building and construction trades have been
outstripping the overall market growth in Australia. How will we attract and retain these people into
the future?

Establish a publicity campaign and careers support
With pre‐fabricated and off‐site production techniques and increasing technology use (discussed
from page 21), the industry is further broadening the types of careers that are available. There is a
lack of understanding about the levels of success and achievement that can be obtained from a
career in the industry. As already discussed, Victoria is experiencing a shortage of apprentices
starting and completing apprentices‐ and a severe shortage of skilled trades. For too long, entering a
trade has been seen as inferior to a university education, and if we are to keep up with the skills
needs that will be required by the sector in the future, then we must change the perceptions and the
support available to all industry participants – including parents, school children, teachers and
employers.

6

Bernard Salt, NBN804_Working For The Future Report_0915, Super Connected Jobs: Understanding Australia’s Future
Workforce , September 2015
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Figure 2: Selected Doer Job Growth

Source: Bernard Salt, NBN804_Working For The Future Report_0915, Super Connected Jobs: Understanding Australia’s
Future Workforce, September 2015, p 12

This means identifying and acting upon ways to engage more young people into VET courses in the
building and construction industry – but also showing them what career pathways and opportunities
exist now and into the future.
The Government should undertake to fund a stakeholder driven consumer awareness campaign,
information support and program for careers in the building and construction industry (eg the army
recruitment advertising campaigns have been successful in highlighting the range of opportunities
available and the status of a career in that industry). This would be underpinned by a strong
foundation of support and information for all stakeholders – eg a website, call centre for
stakeholders (students, employers, trainers etc) to find information and seek support. A strong
campaign should make the connection between, for example, an apprenticeship or a VET
qualification, and the numerous benefits of a long term career in the industry: the opportunity to
own your own business and to make a good income.
The industry stakeholders can, with government funded assistance, provide the stakeholder support
towards this program of work – assisting with materials, website, training courses and call centres.
These sorts of collaborations have occurred in overseas jurisdictions, like Canada, and provide ready
information to assist with showing the breadth of the industry. In addition, government support and
advertising provides high‐profile support for the industry that will go a long way towards changing
the perceptions of the sector.
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Figure 3: Screen shots from BuildForce Canada

Case study: Buildforce Canada
BuildForce Canada has undertaken a consumer awareness advertising program, to show the career
pathways available in the building and construction industry. This includes advertisements, videos,
information and a website portal. 7 BuildForce Canada was set up in 2001 by industry to provide
labour market information (including current construction needs and the roles needed in the future)
– arising out of this was a government funded initiative, Careers in Construction.8

Source: http://www.careersinconstruction.ca/en

7
8

The portal can be located at http://www.careersinconstruction.ca/en.
More information about BuildForce Canada can be found at http://www.buildforce.ca/en.
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Government information alternatives in Australia don’t appear to be as interactive or inspiring for
young people, their parents or the community. For example, heavily text based information is
unlikely to change community perception about the value of a career in the industry.9 Dedicated
information about the building and construction industry needs to be separated from other
information about other industries. On the apprentice websites, there are hundreds of
apprenticeships which makes navigating and understanding how to choose a type of apprenticeship
very difficult.10

Recommendation
Master Builders recommends that the State Government
2.1 Fund a stakeholder driven consumer awareness campaign, information support and program
for careers in the building and construction industry.

9

See website information http://www.australianapprenticeships.gov.au/want‐apprenticeship/australian‐
school‐based‐apprenticeships
10
See apprenticeship website for information
http://www.education.vic.gov.au/training/learners/apprentices/Pages/default.aspx;
http://www.skillsone.com.au/
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3. Urban densification
As Australia’s fastest‐growing city, the Bureau of Statistics projects that by 2051 Melbourne’s
population could double to nearly 8 million and Victoria’s regional population could grow to 2.1
million people‐ which will require the construction of up to 2.2 million new homes across the state11.
This presents significant opportunities for Victoria’s economy, community and the building and
construction industry – but it also highlights the substantial infrastructure required to accommodate
the growth. Master Builders recognises that new housing and infrastructure policies and funding
must not be dependent on short budget cycles and that implementation of planning reform must be
transparent and well sequenced.
Master Builders considers that increasing the number of dwellings in established areas that are well
serviced by a range of existing infrastructure is a much needed solution to the anticipated
population growth. When Infrastructure Victoria released their final 30‐year strategy in December
2016, the number one priority recommended for the state was:
Increasing densities in established areas and around employment centres to make better use
of existing infrastructure.
Urban densification already exists in Melbourne, but only to a certain degree. According to the
Overarching Report: Residential Zones State of Play, urban densification currently accounts for
approximately 42 per cent of Melbourne, which involves the redevelopment and renewal of existing
commercial, mixed use and formed industrial land for housing. Master Builders considers that this
proportion needs to be substantially increased if we are to adequately house the forecast population
growth.
Urban densification would go far in resolving the ever widening gap between the steadily increasing
demand for housing and infrastructure in established areas, and the lack of its delivery in those
areas. Master Builders considers that this is largely caused by delays and inconsistencies in the
current planning system.
The 2017 report released by the Auditor General painted a damning picture of the Victorian planning
system and it costly delays. In 2015‐16, Yarra City Council on average took 117 days to make a
planning decision – more than two months longer than the required 60 day timeframe. The report,
titled Managing Victoria’s Planning System for Land Use and Development, refers to estimates that
on a project with a land cost of $5.2 million, holding costs could increase by $100,000 per month if
the process drags on past the standard 12 month project timeframe. These figures are alarming, and
steps must be taken to address the dysfunctional system.

11

Victoria in Future 2016: Population and household projections to 2051, Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning, 2016
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The case for urban densification
Pursuing policies that will lead to increased densification and supply of dwellings in established areas
– thus increasing the availability of housing ‐ is one means of impacting the housing affordability
crisis which continues to plague our state. House prices in Victoria continue to grow‐ Median house
prices in Melbourne have risen by over 40 per cent since 2012, so that by the June quarter 2017 the
median house price was $610 000 and the median unit price was $490 000.12
Master Builders welcomed Homes for Victorians, the State Government’s plan to address housing
affordability as a step in the right direction to resolving the affordability crisis. Some of these key
policies include:
•

Stamp duty relief for first home buyers

•

Changes to off‐the‐plan stamp duty concessions

•

Doubling the First Home Owners Grants to $20,000 in regional Victoria

•

Introducing a vacant residential property tax

•

Fast‐tracking social housing redevelopments and other select planning applications.

There is an important role for policies that increase the supply of available land on the urban fringe,
such as the Home for Victorians announcements that the VPA will complete a further 17 residential
PSPs, that are planned to deliver an extra 100,000 lots of zoned land by December 2018.
While these policies may go some way in addressing housing affordability, research suggests that
there is a correlation between housing affordability and urban densification. Some of the costs
associated with additional development on the urban fringe – as opposed to established areas ‐
include hard infrastructure such as power and water, increased transport and health costs, and
greenhouse gas emissions. Research conducted by Curtin University, found that for every 1000
dwellings, the costs for infill are $309 million compared to $653 million for fringe developments.13
According to the research paper Transferring Australian Cities:
By encouraging infill development, the economic savings to society would equate to over
$300 million per 1000 housing units, or in Melbourne’s case $110,000,000,000 over the next
50 years. This figure does not take account of the indirect benefits to society of factors such
as increased social capital and economic productivity as a result of better health and closer
knit communities. 14 (Emphasis added).

12

Homes for Victorians: Affordability, Access and Choice, State Government of Victoria 2017
Assessing the Costs of Alternative Development Paths of Australian Cities, R Trubka, P Newman and D
Bilborough, 2008
14
Transforming Australian Cities page 9
13
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The significant savings generated through urban densification compared to low density development
on the urban fringe would go some way in addressing the housing affordability crisis Victoria is
experiencing.

Victoria’s housing: demand factors
In the year to June 2016, Victoria’s population grew by close to 123,100 people15, which is the
strongest annual growth across all states since 2010 ‐ the population of Greater Melbourne is
predicted to grow to nearly 8 million, and Victoria’s regional population could grow to 2.1 million
people by 2051 ‐ which will require the construction of up to 2.2 million new homes across the
state16.
It is important to consider what the future households will look like so that we can better
understand what type of dwellings will be in demand and where they should be located. The size
and type of households will change with the population growth: the average household size is
expected to decline as growth in new households increases faster than the rate of population
growth. Victoria is forecast to become older, with the proportion of people aged 65+ years
increasing from 14 per cent in 2011 to 21.5 per cent in 2051.
Figure 4: Age Structure Victoria 2011 to 2051

Source: Victoria in Future 2016: Population and household projections to 2051,page 2

15

Australian Bureau of Statistics, Urbis March 2017
Victoria in Future 2016: Population and household projections to 2051, Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning, 2016

16
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As demonstrated in the graph below, older people tend to form smaller households, which means
that ‘single‐person’ and ‘couple‐only’ households are expected to become a much larger portion of
the population by 2051. These types of households are extremely well suited to smaller, more
manageable dwellings – like apartments and townhouses – that are located near public transport,
community and medical services and retail precincts.
Figure 5: Past and projected households by type in metropolitan Melbourne, 2001 to 2051

Source: Overarching Report: Residential Zones State of Play, 2016, p7

Interestingly, while the proportion of ‘couples with children’ households will decrease, the overall
number is expected to increase significantly (from 540,000 to 950,000) and will remain the largest
household type. This suggests that demand for medium density housing ‐ including town houses and
apartments ‐ will continue to grow.
However, despite the growing demand, there is low apartment market maturity in Melbourne
compared to gateway city peers, coupled with immigration into the city and greater demand for
inner city living. This means that there is likely to be increased demand for more density in our cities.
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Figure 6: Apartment Market Maturity – Supply of Medium/High Density Apartments

Source: Maxcapgroup, “Commercial Real Estate Debt Market Overview & Update”, 31 August 2016, p 22

Victoria’s housing: supply factors
Supply constraints are a huge barrier to urban densification. Key inner suburban local councils have
proven that they will tend to operate to lock down their land supply – and oppose densification. This
was evidenced when the new zoning implementation occurred in 2013. The new zones include
Neighbourhood Growth Zone (NRZ), which is the most restrictive zone intended to restrict growth;
the General Residential Zone (GRZ) that is intended to allow moderate housing growth and diversity;
and the Residential Growth Zone (RGZ), that is intended to foster high density development in and
around activity centres, shopping strips and major transport corridors.
Councils were given 12 months from July 2013 to amend their planning schemes to implement the
new residential zones. This meant that as long as a council could justify their proposed application of
zones ‐ be it through existing housing strategies or a combination of character, heritage and activity
centre policy ‐ they ultimately were able to decide their own zoning.
This process lent itself to ad hoc application of zoning across councils. For example, in Monash City
Council, nearly all (96 per cent) of residential land is zoned GRZ, a contrast to Manningham, a
neighbouring municipality, where just under 50 per cent is GRZ. Considering the most restrictive
zone, the NRZ, some councils, such as Knox do not apply it at all, but Boroondara applies it to 75.7
per cent of residential land. This signifies that housing growth will be occurring much more in places
like Monash than Boroondara, despite the fact that Boroondara is:
“...served by the Alamein, Belgrave and Lilydale railway line, numerous tram and bus routes
as well as access to CityLink and the Monash Freeway...key trail strips and parklands....as a
centre for education, with many public and private schools located in the municipality.
Swinburne and the University of Melbourne also have campuses in Hawthorn.”17

17

Overarching Report, Residential Zones State of Play, 29 January 2016
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This has led to ad hoc application of zones and random pockets of housing densification in some of
Melbourne’s most established areas, highlighting the need for an overarching housing strategy.
Master Builders welcomes the government’s commitment to develop metropolitan housing
strategies, as outlined in Plan Melbourne 2017‐2050. We urge the government to ensure that the
strategy is based on a needs analysis to determine where housing growth is most suitable and clearly
determines annual housing targets for each council.
Councils must be held accountable for meeting their targets. For example, each could be required
incorporate the housing targets in their Annual Plan, which would allow the targets to become policy
justification for housing development applications in those areas. This would encourage
accountability and housing growth across municipalities.
The state government recently announced Reformed Residential Zones contain a series of changes to
zones, however Master Builders’ optimism is guarded about the impact the changes will have on
development. Some changes to the most problematic zone – NRZ – include removing the mandatory
limit of two houses per lot, and an increase in maximum building height could make way for
increased development. However, these changes may be counterbalanced by the new minimum
garden area requirements, and language in the published information that could make way for
excessive schedules that further exclude suburbs from development:
Neighbourhood character is what makes many areas distinct. Councils can now define
neighbourhood character and design objectives in schedules to the zones to strengthen the
protection for neighbourhoods. (Page 8)
We are encouraged by the monitoring and continuous improvement outlined in the Reformed
Residential Zones, to prepare regular State of Play reports on an ongoing basis to assist councils with
strategic planning work. In particular, Master Builders is anticipating the Housing Development data
report that is expected to be released in April 2017, followed by ongoing monitoring and publication.
We hope that the Metropolitan Housing Strategies (mentioned above in relation to Plan Melbourne)
will set some development targets to be achieved by Councils so that we can track performance
against some benchmark measures that are identified in the Housing Development data.
Reforms required not only include introducing greater accountability to local government, but also
cutting red tape and speeding up the planning system to ensure that growth objectives can be
achieved efficiently. A VCEC 2010 inquiry found that the total costs to business of complying with
land‐use planning and building regulations are between $500 million and $875 million per year,
including around $180 million each year due to unexpected delays in planning decisions.18
Data from the Department of Transport, Planning and Local Infrastructure’s Planning Permit Activity
in Victoria Annual Report 2014/15 confirms that only 64 per cent of the total 57,297 planning permit

18

Victorian Competition and Efficiency Commission report Local Government for a Better Victoria: An Inquiry into Streamlining Local
Government Regulation (2010)
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applications received were decided within the 60 day statutory time frame, three percentage points
worse than the previous year.
At present, the scope of objections people can lodge in relation to planning permits is very broad,
and when objections proceed to VCAT significant costs and delays can be incurred. In fact, the delays
to planning and delivery of strategic plans are particularly problematic for the Victorian economy
and building industry.
According to the VCAT 2015‐16 Annual Report, $20.34 billion worth of work was tied up in disputes
at VCAT, where on average it took more than six months to make a decision19. More than half of
these cases were for claims less than $1 million, which suggests that the planning system is not
dealing efficiently with small domestic applications and that there is potentially too much scope for
objection ‐ which is why so many are appealed in VCAT.
As discussed previously, Master Builders welcomes the state government’s Homes for Victorians
plan to address housing affordability as a good start to addressing the housing affordability crisis.
Master Builders supports the Government’s Smart Planning program to improve the planning
system, including broadening the number of applications that can be processed through the
VicSmart codified ‘as‐of‐right’ process. We support the government’s target to reach 30 per cent of
planning applications going through VicSmart by 2020. To achieve this we urge the government to
include specific applications into VicSmart that are appropriate, low risk and will go some way in
reducing the number of applications taking up council’s resources. We recommend including small
secondary dwellings built behind existing homes for use or rental by parties unrelated to the main
dwelling, dual occupancy, low‐rise townhouses, apartments and other forms of medium ‐ high
density housing.

REFORM IMPERATIVES
Master Builders recommends that the government:
3.1 Ensure that the Metropolitan Housing Strategies referred to in Plan Melbourne 2017‐2050 will
include targets on housing mix and affordable housing needs, as well as information on land
supply location to meet those needs. The plan should also include strategies to ensure Local
Councils will be held to account and; and
3.2 Broaden applications available for assessment through the VicSmart 10 day fast track codified
process to include developments like secondary dwellings, to ensure that efficiencies in our
planning system can be achieved.
3.3 In light of the Reformed Residential Zones, Master Builders urges the government to closely
monitor and report on the way that councils use zones and schedules as a tool to prevent the
construction of homes for Victorians.
19

VCAT 2015‐16 Annual Review, page 41
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4.

Building technology and jobs

New building techniques
It seems that the list of emerging technologies and materials is never ending. We are already seeing
the emergence of automation, robotics and 3D printing in the building and construction sector.
Improved connectivity and combinations of emerging technologies such BIM, automation and
robotics can deliver buildings 'just‐in‐time' as well as faster, more cheaply, more precisely
engineered and with far less waste than traditional builds. Building and construction practices,
methodologies and business models are similarly impacted.
There has been a rise in larger full service firms integrating processes such as design, finance,
construction and maintenance. Many of these firms operating in Australia now have international
owners. In the near future (and in some cases currently), previously unrelated trades, contractors
and professionals (including post‐construction facility managers) will be required to collaborate at
the outset of the project.
Technology in the building and construction industry must be embraced to accommodate growth
and to improve productivity and quality of outputs. The Productivity Commission’s Inquiry into Public
Infrastructure suggested that innovative approaches to design and planning and expanding the use
of prefabrication or pre‐cast elements offered the greatest opportunities for productivity growth20.
This form of construction can offer reduced construction times, costs, project payback times and
waste, while improving workplace safety. In the interests of the consumer, pre‐fabrication can
contribute to improved productivity by reducing time lost due to bad weather; and it also reduces
traffic congestion and general disruption to those around worksites. The end building product will
also benefit from improved quality outputs, for example instances of water damage, and less
complications with air infiltration, resulting in improved energy efficiency outcomes.
It also, however, creates challenges for the industry, for example around inspection processes and
how these might be accommodated in an offsite process.

Prefabricated building technology
Advances in other areas of technology, such as robotics and autonomous vehicles, has led to
discussion about future worksites that are:
“...managed by a small team of programmers who spend their day using touch screen
technology or even giving verbal instructions to direct a team of robots...to undertake tasks
in an environment where waste and re‐work is minimised and where accidents are almost
unheard of.”21

20
21

Productivity Commission, 2014
Martin Loosemore, ‘Is the Future of Construction On‐site of Off‐site?’ www.sourceable.net
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As investment continues into new technologies, it is vital that we continue to look at ways that the
building and construction workforce can evolve to work with and adapt to them. According to the
Victorian Department of Economic Development, Jobs, Transport and Resources, one of the key
challenges to engaging new technologies such as pre‐fabrication is the lack of training from
education institutions in modular and prefabrication techniques22. Through a Minister for Building
and Construction, the government could have an opportunity to oversee pilot programs in
prefabricated building technology, creating jobs and investing in innovation.

Case study: Impresa House
One of only six companies in Australia producing prefabricated buildings, Impresa House is the only
Australian company manufacturing and installing prefabricated closed panel wall systems.
By using light weight timber framing, Impresa House can custom manufacture an entire dwelling
within their Derrimut factory and then ship the component parts to site for assembly. The entire
process is estimated to save more than 50 per cent on build time. With an investment of more than
$20 million, the team has developed 16,000 square metre facilities. Impresa House has completed
its first build, a home in East Bentleigh.
The new technology used means that each structure goes beyond the code requirements in Victoria.
The time saved through the new construction methods increases the overall cost benefit and means
that once quantified, the cost equals about the same if not slightly less expensive than a traditional
build, and the consumer gets a superior quality product.
Because the majority of the work is done within a factory with precision accuracy, most of the
retrofitting and installation that would normally be coordinated on site can be undertaken
simultaneously and therefore further improve efficiencies.
The manufacturing facility minimises off cuts and re‐purposes or recycles waste products. Because
most of the work is completed in the factory, there is very little waste and very little impact on the
actual dwelling site. There are also improved safety conditions for workers and fewer weather
impacts on production.

Changing workforce needs and opportunities
The Victorian economy and workforce is changing in pace with the global economy. The upside of
the global changes is that new jobs and opportunities are created ‐ the downside, however, is the
loss of jobs experienced by certain industries‐ particularly manufacturing. The automobile industry
in Victoria has worn the brunt of these changes. According to the recent Australian Government
report, Australian Jobs 2016, which highlighted that manufacturing employment in Victoria fell by
11.9 per cent ‐ or 36,400 jobs ‐ over the past five years to November 2015.23 Since that report,
22
23

State Government of Victoria, 2015
Australian Government, Department of Employment, Australian Jobs 2016, page 5
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Victoria has experienced some substantial losses. In particular, its workforce has suffered as a result
of:
•

Ford’s closure in October 2016 of its Broadmeadows and Geelong plants, which meant 600
manufacturing workers lost their jobs; and

•

Hazelwood power station closure in 2017 which will leave 750 people without jobs.

In discussing Australia’s changing industry structure, the report highlights that there has been a
fundamental shift away from an economy highly dependent on agricultural produce and
manufactured goods, to today’s economy where there is increasing dependence on service based
industries.24
“A quarter of a century ago, manufacturing was the largest employing industry in Australia.
Today, it is the sixth largest and accounts for seven per cent of total employment. The decline
of manufacturing has been caused by many factors, including increased competition from
overseas manufacturers, who often have significantly lower production costs.”25
Aspects of manufacturing skills are largely transferable to building and construction, so it makes
sense to redirect a lot of the workforce towards the rapidly growing sector. Construction
employment in Australia is expected to increase over the five years from November 2015 to
November 2020 by 8.3 per cent or 87,000, with the vast majority of new jobs expected in
Construction Services (65,500).26
As the Victorian population grows, jobs need to be in areas where there is adequate affordable
housing. According to Infrastructure Victoria’s report All Things Considered,
“Both Plan Melbourne and the Plan Melbourne Refresh discussion papers set a vision for a
polycentric city, with the national employment centres (Monash, Parkville, Dandenong,
Sunshine, La Trobe and East Werribee) accommodating a greater number of jobs. The desire
to see greater growth concentrated in multiple centres not just across Melbourne, but also
Victoria, was a common theme during our consultation [for the 30 year infrastructure
plan].”27
The Victorian Planning Authority (VPA) also supports the need to foster the National Employment
Clusters identified in Plan Melbourne, stating that they will be the focus for growth and strategic
infrastructure investment, to help expand employment opportunities28.

24

Ibid, page 12
Australian Government, page 12
26
Australian Government, Department of Employment, Australian Jobs 2016, p 14
27
All Things Considered, Infrastructure Victoria 2016 page 25
28
National Employment Clusters, Victorian Planning Authority www.vpa.vic.gov.au
25
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The recent announcement that VPA will be developing 17 new residential PSPs is a great opportunity
for the government to invest in pilot projects for new technology construction plants in locations
where jobs are needed.
Pilot programs and public private partnerships (PPPs) with industry might help with this. In
particular, consider areas where the workforces are experiencing massive losses ‐ such as the closure
of manufacturing plants‐ or Melbourne’s fringe suburbs where employment clusters are needed.

Pilot opportunity: social housing
The demand for social housing in Victoria continues to grow: as of December 2016 there were over
32,000 applications for social housing in Victoria29. The urgency to address this was recognised by
Infrastructure Victoria in their 30‐Year Strategy released in December 2016. The strategy listed
‘investing in social housing and other forms of affordable housing for vulnerable Victorians to
significantly increased supply’ as one of the top three most important actions for the government to
take in the short to medium term30.
Master Builders considers that a good opportunity for the government to invest in and pilot new
pre‐fabricated building technology plants ‐ and create new jobs and skills – could coincide with an
opportunity build much needed new social housing.

Regulatory frameworks and processes
New technological and building methodologies have thrown into light our ability to accommodate
new building practices within our regulatory system.
Prefabrication and off site production technologies do not allow for the traditional inspection
process – such as the frame inspection stage – because all the work is done offsite, with minimal
time spent putting the construction together. Additionally, domestic building contracts – requiring
staged payment processes – do not accommodate this type of building which is predominantly
offsite.
The quality, safety and speed implications of prefabricated building will change the landscape of
building in Victoria – opening up new job opportunities, creating methods of building that will speed
up our ability to accommodate our growing population, benefit the consumer in terms of speed of
their new homes and create new social housing opportunities for the government. Through the
Minister for Building and Construction – there needs to be a means of review and fast tracking
changes to regulations – to deal with emerging technologies and building practices. Master Builders
welcomes the Government and Red‐Tape Commissioner’s review of the red‐tape barriers to pre‐
fabrication technology and looks forward to the outcomes of that review. There may be a need to
develop ways to fast‐track any recommended regulatory changes, to ensure that the benefits of
29
30

Victorian Housing Register 2016, www.housing.vic.gov.au
Victoria’s 30‐Year Infrastructure Strategy, Infrastructure Victoria, December 2016, page 41
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such reviews can be achieved in a timely manner. This demonstrates another need for a Minister for
Building and Construction to drive regulatory changes an efficient manner.

REFORM IMPERATIVES
Master Builders recommends that the State Government:
4.1 Consider ways to invest in new building technologies and pre‐fabricated technology in
Victoria, for example through piloting a pre‐fabricated construction plant for social housing;
4.2 Facilitate the rule of law and sustainable workplace conditions in our domestic and
commercial construction industry – including flexible workplace practices like part‐time work;
4.3 Develop a mechanism to review and fast track regulatory changes to accommodate new
building practices; and
4.4 As already highlighted, support industry RTOs ‐ recognising the new types of skills that are
needed in the industry and the unique role those industry RTOs can play.
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5. Skills and training
Victoria’s skill shortages
Master Builders has identified a range of trends that will impact on the future building and
construction landscape. As demonstrated in the table below, these trends can be broadly grouped
into four categories: population growth, connectivity, emerging technologies and new business
models. These will impact the types of skills the future workforce will require – and consequently the
training that will need to be provided.
Figure 7: Trends impacting the building and construction landscape

Future workforce demographics
Attracting and retaining working age people into the industry will become increasingly difficult‐
especially given that Victoria’s population is ageing.
Currently in the building and construction industry, there are proportionately more young people
and the workforce so far hasn’t properly dealt with emerging workplace flexibility requirements like
part‐time and casual work. This requires a shift in culture, so that the industry itself is a more
attractive place to work. It may also require a shift in the types of work available (e.g. less physical)
and the age groups who work in the industry (e.g. transitioning older people into new skills for the
building and construction industry).
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Of all the 91,379 Victorian construction businesses recorded as at the end of June 2015, the absolute
majority (99 per cent) were composed of micro and small sized firms which employed fewer than 20
workers, of which 60.4 per cent were individual practitioners with no employees. This means that
there are certain skills which people entering the industry are not realising they need, like business
and accounting skills and client services. This can come as a shock, for example to apprentices, who
enter the trade thinking they might work with their hands, and not be required to deal with people
or do book work.
We need to ensure students obtain training for real jobs – not just the jobs that exist now ‐ but those
that will exist in the future. We should therefore explore ways to enhance industry output so that
training is strategic and targeted, and seek to understand the training needs of existing and
emerging businesses as well as new skills requirements for new technologies. For example, growth
in the sector is likely to be largest in the construction services – highlighting the opportunities but
also the new training needs for the industry.
Figure 8: Largest projected employment gains by subsector 2015‐2020 (‘000)

Source: Australian Government, Department of Employment, Australian Jobs 2016, p 34, ABS, Labour Force (annual
averages of original data); Department of Employment, Industry Employment Projections

While changes in technology might mean that more physical labour becomes automated, this also
opens up new job types like remote controlled vehicle or machinery operators.
Super Connected Jobs: Understanding Australia’s Future Workforce (2015)31, highlights the changing
nature of work in the future for tradespeople:
“It’s more the way plumbers, electricians and carpenters work in the future that will change.
New tools, new methods of billing, new ways of communicating with clients, new ways of
ordering materials will all be part of the tradie toolkit in the 2020s and beyond.”
“Tradies will be able to run more of their businesses from home, giving back time to spend
with their families and on their hobbies and/or interests.”

31

Super Connected Jobs: Understanding Australia’s Future Workforce (2015), p 12
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This not only creates a need for new skills in digital and service‐based skills, but soft skills, leadership
and business skills and also a need to encourage greater participation by females and part‐time
work. Therefore, there needs to be a greater consideration of the rule of law on our worksites and
the development of new workplace conditions and flexibility. The old rigid workplace practices – like
fixed RDOs – must become a thing of the past.
This not only means identifying and acting upon ways to engage more young people into VET
courses in the building and construction industry – but also showing them what career pathways and
opportunities exist now and into the future.

Future workforce skills
Attracting and retaining working age people into the industry will become increasingly difficult‐
especially given Victoria’s aging population.
Master Builders over the past three years has conducted three studies that examine existing and
future skills requirements and gaps. These three studies include:
‐
‐
‐

VET Development Centred Funded Project (2014)
International Specialised Skills Institute Fellowship (2015)
VET Development Centre Funded Project (2016)

The subsequent research papers32 were funded through a variety of grants, and some broad themes
emerged from the findings. Generally speaking, the skills that will be in demand in the future
workforce can be divided into technical skills and soft skills.
•
•

Technical skills will be critical for pre‐fabricated manufacturing. This includes skills in health
and safety, fire protection systems and materials, and working safely with cranes.
‘Soft’ skills were also identified as critical for the future workforce. This includes skills in
communication, team work, problem solving, people management, time management.

According to Dr Marcus Bowles, Director of the Institution for Working Future, soft skills will be
essential for leaders and the general workforce. Dr Bowles also suggests that in the workforce of the
future, people will be taking more leadership roles in their current work. In other words, a normal
job role will require people to do what we used to think leaders do.
“This includes understanding the customer, looking at the implications of what you are
doing, collaborating with colleagues and (in many cases) advocating for the costumed to
achieve outcomes that other people hadn’t thought about.”33
By investing in training which is more interactive and teaches its students more ‘soft’ skills, we are
better equipping the building and construction industry for the future.

32
33

The research papers can be made available on request
Why soft skills are important for every employee, Dr Marcus Bowels
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Future training
Training will need to be focused on equipping the workforce with both soft skills and new technical
skills, and be tailored towards different characteristics of a new generation.
Soft and technical skill sets are separate, and consequently require different training methods. For
example, adequately teaching technical skills such as health and safety, fire protection systems and
materials, and working safely with cranes could be part of a possible course like Certificate IV in
Building and Construction (pre‐fabricated construction technology).
Soft skills‐ such as communication, team work, problem solving, people management, time
management‐ can’t be taught in the same way that technical skills are. Instead, training should be
geared towards engaging young people, using interaction and innovation in favour of traditional
class room style rote learning. More than half of the information gained in a training session will be
lost by the employee within nine hours of completing the training‐ if it is not utilised immediately.
That is why interactive learning experiences are going to become even more important in teaching
soft skills in the future.
This is another example of where a Minister for Building and Construction would be in a unique
position to take leadership and coordinate the implementation of a training and skills strategy, that
would produce a healthy, modern and productive workforce.

Case study: Building Leadership Simulation Centre (BLSC)
The Master Builders Building Leadership Simulation Centre (BLSC) is an example of a training facility
that provides innovative, engaging training for builders. The BLSC offers a unique learning
experience that develops stronger, better‐equipped leaders, lifts the leves of professionalism in the
industry and contributes towards safer worksites.
It is one of only three in the world, and the only facility of its kind in the Asia‐Pacific Region.
The facility houses a simulated building environment featuring a 15 metre wide parabolic screen and
12 fully functional site sheds. The BLSC creates real‐life site challenges that test the management,
decision making and communication skills of participants through an immersive, interactive learning
experience.
It is through this immersive learning experience that participants are able to tackle everyday
construction issues without the risk of delays, defects, cost blowouts or injuries.
The courses offered apply to both the domestic and commercial building sector. These courses
include:
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•

Communications

•

Leadership and development

•

Industrial relations

•

Work place health and safety

•

Sales and customer service

Looking to the future: trades registration
We need to ensure that a career in this industry is one that creates pride and a path to success. Only
2000 tradespeople are registered in Victoria, compared to 40,000 in NSW and 46,000 in Queensland.
This means that a lot of the building work in Victoria is being done by people who neither have the
training nor skills to do the job, and because they are not registered, cannot be held accountable for
the shortcomings of their work. Trades registration in Victoria would not only address quality
shortcomings in the industry, but give legitimacy and reputation to the trades qualification and make
a trade more attractive as a career path.

REFORM IMPERATIVES
Master Builders recommends that the State Government:
5.1 Provides support for industry RTOs ‐ recognising the new types of skills that are needed in the
industry and the unique role those industry RTOs can play;
5.2 Develops new attraction and training programs for apprentices;
5.3 As already recommended, invests in a publicity campaign and careers support for the industry;
and
5.4 Implements mandatory trades registration in Victoria.
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