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Executive Summary 

 
The first national Training Package for the plumbing industry was endorsed in 2004 as 
BCP03 Plumbing and Services Training Package.  Although this Training Package has 
consistent and wide-spread use for apprenticeship training (i.e. Certificate III level), 
there are few RTO’s using this national Training Package for Certificate IV or Diploma 
level training.   
 
This project aims to identify barriers that are presently hindering the national 
implementation of Certificate IV and other training pathways beyond apprenticeship 
training (Certificate III in Plumbing) in plumbing and other related services. 
 
This report has been produced as the second stage of a project funded under the 
Australian Government’s Industry Training Strategies Programme, administered by the 
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations.  The first stage of the 
project reviewed the current national consistency for plumbing training beyond 
apprenticeship training (See Pathways Beyond Plumbing Apprenticeships Status Report1).  
The project is delivered through the Construction and Property Services Industry Skills 
Council (CPSISC), which represents the workforce training and skills development needs 
of the construction and property services industries. 
 
This report has been largely informed by in-depth interviews, five inter-State forums and 
national surveys designed for three separate groups: plumbers, plumber lecturers and 
plumbing students (i.e. including Certificate III through to Diploma students). 
 
It should be noted that BCP03 has recently been updated by CPC08.  Although this 
project began while BCP03 was still in place, there has been very little of substantive 
change for this new Training Package, as it relates to the plumbing sector. 
 
Qualification Pathways 
 
Although there has been a strong take-up of the national Training Package at the 
Certificate III level, it should be noted that the various qualifications and packaging rules 
provide for substantial differences in Certificate III delivery.  These differences include 
the number of units required (i.e. a range of 25 to 74 units depending upon the 
qualification) and the choice of streams.  These differences have an impact on interstate 
movement of plumbers and apprentices as well as a note of caution for COAG’s efforts on 
the National Licensing Systems. 
 
The qualification pathways for the national Training Package beyond Certificate III are 
presented in Appendix 1.  Of note are the ‘sideways entry’ pathways into specific 
Certificate IV and Diploma streams.  However, it is clearly distinguished that these 
‘sideways entry’ pathways do not provide for a tradesperson or licensed contractor 
outcome.  It should be noted, there are two higher level qualifications that are currently 

                                                
 
1 See Report on CPSISC website: http://www.cpsisc.com.au/projects/Pathways_Beyond_BCP03 
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being reviewed for inclusion in the national Training Package, under Fire Systems Design 
and Hydraulic design. 
 
Apprenticeship Outcomes 
 
In order to identify barriers that are presently hindering the national implementation of 
Certificate IV and higher level training, it is important to briefly review the perceptions 
of Certificate III outcomes since they have a direct impact on most participants in 
Certificate IV training.   
 
Plumbers and employers generally perceived that apprenticeship graduates were 
prepared to an ‘average’ level.  However, certain specialist pathways were less satisfied, 
including fire services, roof plumbers and mechanical services.  Plumbers and plumbing 
lecturers feel it is often difficult for apprentices to gain experience in a number of 
specialist areas. This was most notable in Air Conditioning and Mechanical (i.e. 
Mechanical) and the Fire Services pathway.  Plumbing lecturers also feel that there are 
difficulties in covering the codes and regulations to the depth that is required within the 
industry and coordinating with employers to cover the soft skills such as time 
management, dealing with customers and working within a team, just to name a few. 
 
Licensing Differences Between States 
 
74% of current apprentices intend to go on to do at least some Certificate IV training.  
However, many RTO’s only deliver the Certificate IV level units which are required for 
licensing outcomes.   
 
The required number of licensing units differ between each State/Territory largely due 
to the wide variance in State based licensing requirements.  Previous research estimate 
the number of plumbing licenses in Australia to be somewhere between 93 and 137 
licenses across States and Territories (See Appendix 2 – Jurisdictional Licenses for 
Plumbers).2  This issue is acknowledged by governments at all levels.   
 
Current work by the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) highlights the need for 
legislation that allows for national licenses that are the same across all States and 
Territories. On July 3, 2008, COAG agreed to move forward with the development of a 
National Licensing System with the intent to have targeted occupational groups 
commence by 1 July 2012.  The plumbing industry is one of those specified initial 
occupational groups. 
 
Certificate IV Licensing Units 
 
Most individuals who take up their Certificate IV licensing units are clearly focused on the 
licensing outcomes and most often the ability to become a plumbing contractor.  Many 
apprentices and Certificate IV plumbing students have strong intentions of becoming self 
employed and are encouraged by their employer to take a greater role in the business.  

                                                
 
2 COAG Skills Task Force, by Stenning & Associates and Peter Noonan Consulting, Baseline Report – 
Plumbers, February 2006. 
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However, they are not aware of the cost of this training and the fact that they are not 
paid by their employer for time spent at the college/training organisation 
 
Choices in licensing pathways are clearly driven by the work experience.  The vast 
majority of licensing areas sought by apprentices are within the pathway in which they 
are currently employed.  This highlights the importance of employers and industry 
associations to become engaged early in the apprenticeship scheme if they are to 
influence the licensing choices of those currently in trade school.  To expect to draw 
tradesperson into a particular pathway (e.g. mechanical) post-apprenticeship may be 
challenging.  The most influential people for a current apprentice deciding on licensing 
pathways are: parents, their employer and other plumbers they know. 
 
The barriers identified for Certificate IV training were consistent across stakeholder 
groups.  The most prevalent barriers for the Certificate IV licensing units are: the cost of 
education, the length of time to complete, and finding time away from work to do the 
units.   
 
There are current discrepancies in funding between RTO’s and States due to differences 
that include: 

· differences in State funding as a matter of policy for Certificate IV plumbing units 
(e.g. SA) 

· differences in take-up of Productivity Placement Programs which became 
available in most States over the last few months (although there are current 
limits) 

· the varying use of ‘profile hours’ for some students 
 
This is particularly important in the context of higher level training because many regions 
and States will service training needs across State borders for specialist areas that cannot 
be provided locally due to insufficient demand.   
 
Students taking on post-apprenticeship training are particularly challenged financially 
because they are asked to pay their fees up front and must take time off from work to do 
studies.  Particularly lacking is an HECs type loan system or other support mechanism to 
allow them to continue their studies. 
 
Plumbing lecturers were asked about the primary reasons registered tradespeople (i.e. 
just finished their apprenticeship) would not go on to do their licensing units at the 
Certificate IV level.  Three main themes: 

· Unable to recognise the benefits (27%) 
· Do not want to be self employed (23%) 
· Do not want to study further (12%) 

  
Employers overwhelmingly feel that State differences in licensing have a negative impact 
on the plumbing industry.  Just over 90% of comments from practicing plumber 
contractors suggest that a uniform and nationally consistent licensing regime would be an 
improvement.  Most plumbers, plumbing lecturers and industry associations felt that a 
nationally consistent licensing regime would improve national standards and portability 
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of the trade.  The interest in working interstate appears to be higher for younger 
plumbers where 36% feel they are somewhat likely to work in another State.   
 
Many plumbing tradespeople and contractors would like to see a national register to 
underpin a national licensing regime.  Approximately half of current apprentices and 
Certificate IV plumbing students either don’t know or are unaware of whether their 
licence/qualification is recognised in other Australian States or Territories. 
 
The majority of responses appear to support a national system that has similar training 
requirements and national licensing outcomes that are the same across all States and 
Territories. 
 
As highlighted in the Pathways Beyond Plumbing Apprenticeships Status Report for this 
project, it appears that 75% of all RTOs delivering Certificate IV level training are using a 
State based training package instead of the national Training Package.  Virtually every 
RTO delivering Certificate III training in plumbing uses the national Training Package.  
However, as the first graduating cohorts have emerged from their Certificate III training 
during the last 1-3 years, few have taken on the national Training Package for higher 
level training. There appears to be less national coordination of teaching resources and a 
tendency by those RTO’s with previous experience in State based Certificate IV training 
packages/courses to maintain their use.  Further, the benefits to national coordination 
are hampered by the varying licensing needs between States.  Most lecturers viewed the 
Training Package as a necessary building block for national licensing and consistent 
national standards. The other consistent theme from lecturers was the challenge for 
plumbing students, tradespeople and licensed contractors to move interstate and take up 
gap-training as prescribed or suggested by State-based licensing agencies. 
 
 
Complete Cert IV 
 
Surveys strongly indicate many of those individuals currently enrolled in trade training as 
an apprentice or at the Certificate IV level have a strong intent to finish their complete 
Certificate IV qualification.  However, the reality is that most Certificate IV students only 
complete the units required for their contractor licensing outcome, exiting the training 
system with a partially completed qualification. 
 
Those apprentices and Certificate IV students that want to complete their Certificate IV 
qualification do so for the following reasons: 

· Start their own business (32%) 
· For the qualification (21%) 
· A better future/more opportunities (14%) 
· Money (11%) 

 
Current apprentices and Certificate IV students feel that the most prominent reasons 
people don’t want to do the complete Certificate IV qualification is because of the high 
cost and length of time.  Although less dominant, other barriers included the difficulty of 
the course, the lack of interest generally or lack of interest in working for themselves 
(i.e. plumbing contractor). 
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Plumbing lecturers feel there are four main barriers: 

· No financial benefit for completing the Certificate IV 
· Lack of demand by tradesmen to extend their qualification to a Certificate IV 

level 
· Lack of understanding about what the qualification leads to  
· Insufficient career path information provided by industry 

 
Responses from interviews, surveys and forums suggest the following means of motivating 
students to complete a Certificate IV qualification: 

· Clearly describing how a complete Certificate IV will prepare them for the future.  
Current apprentices are willing to commit to investing in their future, but must 
see how this can be accomplished 

· Students also believe they would be more inclined to do a complete Certificate IV 
if they felt it was directly relevant to the work they are currently doing.   

· Increase the flexibility in time and method of delivery, including: 
§ Fast Track during apprenticeship training period 
§ Self paced learning units/competencies 
§ More flexible delivery times 
§ Flexibility in unit choices 
§ External study modes 
§ Flexibility in full-time and part-time modes 

· Better packaging of the units not included in licensing outcomes into a meaningful 
package towards career pathways. 

 
RTO Challenges at Certificate IV Level 
 
Certificate IV level units are now required in all States for plumbing contractor licensing 
outcomes.  This has not always been the case for all States.  Therefore, some States are 
now delivering substantially more Certificate IV level units than before the national 
training package. 
 
In delivering higher level plumbing training, some RTOs are challenged by the lack of 
AQTF qualified lecturers to deliver training at the Certificate IV level.  Many of the 
current plumbing lecturers received their plumbing registration and/or licensing at the 
Certificate III level during the past when this level of training provided a contractor’s 
licensing outcome.  This poses a barrier for current plumbing lecturers since the AQTF 
requires them to hold at least the level of qualification they are delivering.  Plumbing 
lecturers across Australia feel the biggest staffing challenge is lack of a viable process to 
qualify their current teaching staff at the Certificate IV level.   
 
RTOs also report they are challenged to develop quality teaching resources at the higher 
level due to lack of development time, lack of quality teaching resources which are 
publicly available, and the lack of in-house knowledge required to design the higher level 
resources. 
 
Despite the previous collaboration by RTOs to develop the Certificate III resources, the 
notion of collaboration at the higher levels of delivery appears to be at risk.  Despite the 
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perceived lack of resources, plumbing lecturers sense a trend away from collaborative 
development.  Plumbing lecturers commented on the reasons for this trend and 
presented the following themes in their responses: 
 

1. Growing contestability between RTOs 
2. Investment in their own development, especially when online development is 

involved (i.e. protecting intellectual property) 
3. Coordinating the cost of development 
4. Miscellaneous, including egos, job security, RTO management culture, etc. 

 
Some RTOs have begun development of on-line resources for their higher level training.  
This will be an important component in order for accessible training to all regions for 
specialist pathways.  Although no RTO has a complete on-line program for the national 
Training Package Certificate IV qualification, the lack of national coordination will make 
it difficult to bring partially completed disparate on-line delivery platforms together in 
the future.  It would appear that the opportunity to collaborate across RTOs nationally is 
slipping by.   
 
Diploma 
 
Current Apprentices are certainly open to the idea of going on to do a Diploma in 
Plumbing or related service - 43% of current apprentices and Certificate IV students 
showing some level of interest.  Current apprentices feel there is a benefit from a higher 
education generally.  It can provide for specific career paths, and will lead eventually to 
higher pay and/or ‘higher’ positions.  Current Diploma students in plumbing and/or 
related services have taken up this qualification primarily to improve their career options 
or advance their current employment opportunities. 
 
The barriers for the Diploma courses follow similar themes to the Certificate IV.  The 
uppermost challenge for students at all levels appears to be finding the time to study.  
This major challenge is then most often followed by concerns with the cost of the course, 
the difficulty of the units and finding a college.  This last item certainly appears to be a 
much larger issue for Diploma students than at the Certificate IV level, simply by virtue 
of the low number of RTOs which are delivering Diploma level courses.  Survey results 
indicate that 83% of all apprentices do not know of any college or training organisation 
that offers a Diploma level plumbing qualification.  Whilst this awareness level improves 
somewhat for those enrolled in Certificate IV level training, even for this group, 54% do 
not know of any RTO that offers a Diploma level plumbing qualification.  Not all States 
currently offer Diploma level courses, which makes finding an RTO even more challenging 
for potential students in those States.  This lack of information is a major barrier to 
Diploma level training for plumbers.   
 
Whilst current apprentices and Certificate IV plumbing students are willing to consider 
the Diploma level course, much of the industry and many RTOs appear limited in their 
ability to highlight potential careers and promote education pathways for registered 
tradespeople and plumbing contractors.  However, equally lacking is a training system 
that appropriately links training qualifications to encourage pathways between Australian 
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Qualification Framework (AQF) Levels 4-6 VET training and into the Higher Education 
sector.   
 
Anecdotal evidence would suggest that whilst RTOs wait for industry to articulate the 
training needs, and industry complains about the lack of relevant training, a number of 
industry dynamics are taking place: 

· Many tradespeople and licensed contractors leave the trade without options to 
transition into other plumbing related career paths 

· Engineering fields often take up some of the higher level technical plumbing 
consulting due to lack of effective career and training pathways for plumbers 

· Young apprentices who are interested in higher learning (notwithstanding the 
barriers of cost, time and access) are unaware of the pathways and outcomes 
possible with post-apprenticeship learning. 

 
Diploma level qualifications are challenged with the development of teaching resources.  
With the need for interstate delivery and access challenges for specialist Diplomas, the 
development of quality teaching resources becomes critical beyond State borders.  With 
fewer lecturers qualified at this level, and smaller class sizes, there appears to be a 
strong case for interstate coordination on the development of teaching resources. 
 
44% of plumbing lecturers feel that competitive forces should ultimately decide which 
RTOs should deliver a Diploma qualification.  However, there were many concerns 
communicated by the contrary view. Their concerns tended to focus on the need to cater 
to all needs, including specialist needs.  Some believed that ‘...if we only offer what is 
popular, we limit the industry's ability to move forward’. There was also concern that the 
competitive market forces may lead to poor quality and substandard delivery due to 
focus primarily on lower costs. 
 
Design and Consulting 
 
Various specialist streams have all reported shortages of design consultants in their 
fields.  Traditional pathways into plumbing design and consulting have been through a 
trade experience.  An emerging path into becoming a design consultant is to work in a 
design office and to gain experience through skills such as drafting, CAD software use, 
specification writing, customer management, coordinating with other design specialists, 
etc.  This new pathway is to some extent driven by the lower pay scale for a designer 
when compared to a plumbing tradesperson. However, it also reflects the lack of defined 
pathways, qualification requirements and poor computer skills within the trade. There is 
overwhelming support for national consistency in how design consultants are trained. 
 
Plumbers and designers largely believe that it is important to have design office 
experience as part of their training.  Interviews and comments suggested that trade 
experience is also important to the design workforce but should not be necessary to 
entry.     
 
Anecdotal evidence would indicate that, as with the trade sectors of the industry, there 
is also some inconsistency with how the design process is regulated and trained.  
According to one interviewee, ‘In some States you have to be a professional engineer and 
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in others you don’t have to be an engineer but you have to hold a relevant qualification 
from the relevant building authority’.   
 
Continuing Professional Development 
 
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) relates not only to the successful completion 
of accredited qualifications, but also incorporates short, industry specific training and 
development activities.  CPD has been a requirement for many professions but is not a 
requirement for the plumbing industry.  However, the Association of Hydraulic Service 
Consultants Australia (AHSCA) provides a strong example of a self regulated CPD program 
whereby hydraulic designers and consultants must maintain a CPD regime in order to 
maintain their registration with the association.   
  
The vast majority of surveyed plumbers and employers are in favour of some form of CPD 
process, with only 10% believing that on-the-job training was sufficient.  When asked how 
important CPD was to the industry, 60% of survey respondents felt that it was extremely 
important and another 20% felt that it was somewhat important. 
 
Plumbers and employers felt that the training most needed 3-5 years after completing an 
apprenticeship included: 

· Updated training on new legislation/practices (45%) 
· Non-plumbing training including business skills, estimating, scheduling, etc. (20%) 
· Specific Specialist Trade Training (19%) 
· Time frame testing (5%) 

 
Specific types of CPD activities in demand as identified by plumbers include: 

· Training for licenses in related plumbing streams 
· Standards changes and updates 
· Manufacturing demonstrations for new products 
· Solar hot water systems 
· Water recycling and grey water systems 
· Environmental and Green approaches 
· Local regulatory changes / updates 
· Manufacturers demonstrations for technical changes 
· Design and drawing 
· Introduction / tasters into a builder’s license 

 
Plumbing lecturers believe that tradespeople are motivated to do professional 
development in order to improve work opportunities, including specialist work, acquire 
specific licences or endorsements, and for business opportunities in general.   
 
Even plumbing apprentices acknowledge the importance of professional development.  
Most apprentices feel that they will be learning new things during their whole career. 
 
Many lecturers also commented on the difficulty in getting sufficient numbers to run 
professional development activities.  Plumbers felt that CPD was not always taken up by 
plumbers for the following reasons: 
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· No time to do the training (79%) 
· Specialist training is often not offered (53%) 
· Have time, but they tend to offer courses when people are not available (47%) 
· There is very little on offer for plumbers and related services (34%) 
· Most plumbers are not interested in what is currently offered (31%) 

 
Plumbers felt that the take-up of CPD could be improved by: 

· Making CPD compulsory (44%) 
· Lower costs and more availability of courses (21%) 
· Recognition of professional development (14%) 
· Improve the marketing / image and communicate the future benefits (10%) 

 
There is strong industry support for professional development and employers have 
identified the development areas which they believe should be included in a CPD system.  
However, despite this identified support, it has also been noted that there are issues 
with low take-up of many currently available professional development activities.  This 
would seem to indicate that there is a market failure in meeting the needs of the 
industry.  Employers were asked specifically whether they believed that there should be 
a compulsory requirement for plumbers to undertake CPD.   
 
CPD courses are delivered by RTOs, industry associations, State regulators, 
manufacturers, suppliers and trade shows.  Public RTOs struggle to attract plumbers to 
CPD activities and highlight the major barriers as: 
 

· lack of time to develop resources 
· cost of resource development 
· low number of participants 
· cost to market CPD 
· lack of qualified lecturers 
· lack of facilities 

 
It will be in the interest of the RTOs to remain engaged with CPD as, should this be made 
a mandatory requirement, the market for CPD training is likely to expand significantly. 
 
Career Paths 
 
In identifying the way forward for training beyond the Certificate III level, it is important 
to gain a deeper understanding of the potential career paths which are open to 
plumbers.  Employers tend to encourage young plumbers down four very broad career 
pathways: 
 

· Aim to become self employed (25%) 
· Specialise (25%) 
· Seek a management role (23%) 
· General plumbing (14%) 
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Apprentices were also asked how important it is for them to undertake additional 
training in the future.  89% felt that ongoing development was essential and this bodes 
well for the trade.  However, if they were to change careers, most apprentices would 
remain in the building industry.  Occupations identified as part of the general building 
industry included inspecting for local authorities, design, project management, building 
supervisor, civil or construction management, builder and welding.   
 
Most industry stakeholders felt that the options of self-employment were very well spelt 
out to young people and that this was seen by the vast majority of the industry as the 
most attractive and viable career path.  However, the opportunities afforded by the 
specialist streams were less well understood, and many other opportunities were not 
mentioned at all.  Given the ongoing specialisations within the plumbing trade and the 
increasing complexity of the environment within which plumbing occurs, it is important 
not to lose sight of the other career paths available to people within the industry.  In this 
more complex environment, it will become more critical to clearly spell out the career 
options available to plumbers, and to clarify the paths, including training, which will lead 
to these various occupations.  It will also be important to make people aware that many 
of these are not linear paths, but allow for sideways movement as well. 
 
Shortages 
 
Promoting career opportunities and the development activities needed to gain access to 
those occupations also play an important role in meeting skill shortages within the 
industry.  In surveys to plumbers throughout Australia, there appear to be two specialist 
areas which are experiencing shortages at present.  They are designers in hydraulics and 
designers in fire services.  Over half of all respondents who work in those fields reported 
shortages.  To a lesser extent, roughly 38% of respondents in Gas Services and Mechanical 
Services reported shortages along with 30% of those working in Fire Services (i.e. 
installation/maintenance as opposed to designers mentioned earlier).  All other areas of 
plumbing that reported any shortages were below 30%. 
 
Innovative Practices in Post-Trade Training 
 
In examining the issues relating to post-trade training, it was also considered important 
to identify and ‘celebrate’ those organisations which are contributing to the ongoing 
development of the industry.  In doing this, a number of case studies have been 
developed to highlight the practices of these organisations and these have been included 
in the Appendix to this report. 
 
 
Recommendations 
 
The following are the recommendations that emerged from the discussions and analysis 
of the barriers which are presently hindering the national implementation of Certificate 
IV and other training pathways beyond apprenticeship training in plumbing and other 
related services. 
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RECOMMENDATION 1: 

All Plumbing apprentices should be informed upon sign up by RTOs of the current 
licensing requirements for each pathway.  This information should include how employer 
arrangements may differ from the apprenticeship program.  (Also see recommendation 
on National registry for post-apprenticeship training that would support the AAC’s in this 
responsibility) 
 

RECOMMENDATION 2:  

Promote various pathways early, particularly those pathways experiencing skills 
shortages.    Industry and industry associations should promote various pathways 
(especially the specialist streams) to attract apprentices early in their training in order to 
influence their licensing choices at the Certificate IV level. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 3:  

State/Federal Departments of Education should be lobbied by plumbing industry 
associations to provide financial support to encourage higher level training. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 4:  

Registered and Licensed Contractor plumbers overwhelmingly support the need for 
National Licensing whereby national Training Packages and required licence units at the 
Certificate IV level are the same across all States and Territories.  This strongly supports 
the COAG direction on the National Licensing System. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 5:   

To develop training resources that improves apprentices’ IT skills and on-line learning 
capabilities.  This will provide the underpinning knowledge and capacity for post-
apprenticeship training that may require some mixed mode delivery.  Some specialist 
plumbing training beyond Certificate III is not available in all regions or States.  
Enhancing apprenticeship training to include more IT skills will make some of the 
specialist training more accessible in the future.  However, it must be emphasised that 
this enhancement is not meant to change the structure or importance of on-the-job 
training component within the apprenticeship scheme. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 6:  

The development of a national up-skilling program to qualify current plumbing lecturers 
at Certificate IV and Diploma level.   
 

RECOMMENDATION 7 

That NPSTAG or other capable organisations seek funding to bring together interested 
RTOs to develop on-line learning material for selected Certificate IV units and Diploma 
level courses to build a consistent framework to deliver higher level plumbing training to 
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all States and under serviced areas.  This material should supplement units which are 
already available for use. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 8:  

Development of a national registry of higher level plumbing courses, with information on 
structure, cost and access. This registry should be developed through CPSISC in 
cooperation with Plumbing Associations, NPSTAG and private RTOs.   
 

RECOMMENDATION 9: 

CPSISC, industry associations, the VET sector and the Higher Education sector to work 
together to develop education/training pathways which are relevant to the industry and 
encourage ongoing development of industry members. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 10:   

Funding to be sought to undertake a project to coordinate and develop Diploma level 
resources that can be accessed around Australia. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 11: 

RTOs to develop short ‘bridging’ training programs which will assist those tradespeople 
interested in moving into the design areas.  These programs could include development 
areas such as CAD drawing, advanced computer skills, drafting, etc. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 12: 

That the various industry associations representing the specialist streams work with the 
CPSISC, and Federal and State Governments to develop a consistent national registration 
system for design consultants.  This registration system should include the minimum 
national qualification required by a registered design consultant working in a particular 
stream. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 13: 

That the various industry associations representing the specialist streams work with the 
CPSISC and NPSTAG to develop a consistent national training process for delivering the 
national qualification required by a registered design consultant working in a particular 
stream.   

RECOMMENDATION 14: 

That the industry associations, and State based regulators and/or the National Plumbing 
Regulators’ Forum develop a framework for a compulsory CPD system based on the 
various training needs.  The framework should identify: 
 

· the types of CPD activities which will be recognised,  
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· whether some form of points system will be used, 
· the timeframes within which CPD activities need to occur. 

 
 
 

RECOMMENDATION 15: 

A suite of material be developed which clearly shows the various career options available 
and the paths which will lead to them.  This should build on the work which has already 
been done by a number of groups/Associations, and should be made available to careers 
teachers. 
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Introduction 

 
The plumbing industry has a proud history of apprenticeship and further training in 
Australia.  During the past two decades, there has been a concerted effort to move from 
State based training packages to national Training Packages.  This reflects growing view 
that trade skills should be nationally consistent and transportable across State borders 
throughout Australia.   
 
The plumbing industry has only recently moved from State-based training packages to a 
national Training Package.  The first national Training Package for the plumbing industry 
was BCP03 Plumbing and Services Training Package (endorsed by ANTA in 2004). 
Although this plumbing training package was one of the last to be endorsed within the 
construction industry, it was quickly taken up by RTO’s around Australia at the Certificate III 
level (i.e. Apprenticeship training).  Despite the national consistency of Certificate III 
training, there was concern that few RTOs were taking up the national Training Package 
beyond Certificate III.  The perception was that most RTO’s were still using State-based 
training packages for Certificate IV and Diploma level qualifications in plumbing and related 
services.  This is particularly important in regards to many of the licensing requirements 
which reside in units at the Certificate IV level.  Without some consistency in these units, 
there will be great difficulty for COAG to implement a National Licensing System which is 
due to start in 2012. 
 
This project aims to identify barriers that are presently hindering the national 
implementation of Certificate IV and other training pathways beyond apprenticeship 
training (Certificate III in Plumbing) in plumbing and other related services. 
 
This report has been produced as the second stage of a project funded under the 
Australian Government’s Industry Training Strategies Programme, administered by the 
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations.  The first stage of the 
project reviewed the current national consistency for plumbing training beyond 
apprenticeship training (See Pathways Beyond Plumbing Apprenticeships Status Report3).  
The focus of this report is on the barriers hindering national implementation as perceived by 
plumbers, plumbing lecturers, industry associations, union representatives and other 
stakeholders. 
 
The project is delivered through the Construction and Property Services Industry Skills 
Council (CPSISC), which represents the workforce training and skills development needs of 
the construction and property services industries. 
 

  

                                                
 
3 See Report on CPSISC website: http://www.cpsisc.com.au/projects/Pathways_Beyond_BCP03 
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Project Methodology 

 

This report reflects the views and perceptions of plumbers, plumbing apprentices, 
plumbing students in post-apprenticeship training, plumbing lecturers, industry and union 
representatives, regulators and Department of Education representatives across 
Australia.   

The main points of this report are largely based upon national surveys conducted in every 
State and Territory.  The surveys were distributed by industry associations and Registered 
Training Organisations (RTOs) and targeted three distinct groups.  The number of surveys 
conducted was: 

· 557 apprentice4, Certificate IV and Diploma students 

· 287 plumbers 

· 111 plumbing lecturers 

 

The topics and questions for the national surveys were largely informed by forums 
conducted in: 

· Sydney, New South Wales (24th March, 2009) 

· Perth, Western Australia (8th April, 2009) 

· Melbourne, Victoria (22nd April, 2009) 

· Brisbane, Queensland (27th April, 2009) 

· Adelaide, South Australia (29th May, 2009) 

 

The forums involved 103 individuals in total with representation from commercial and 
residential plumbers, plumber lecturers, plumbing industry associations, State 
department of education, regulators and union representatives.   

In addition to the forums, 18 formal interviews were conducted with industry 
stakeholders to clarify topics, points of view and input into current barriers and drivers 
for post-apprenticeship training. 

 
 

  

                                                
 
4 2nd and 3rd year apprentices were specifically targeted since they would be more likely to have a considered view on post-
apprenticeship training. 
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Definitions 

 

We acknowledge that some terminology within the industry has slightly different meaning 
in different regions of the country.  This is often historically based and at times, 
supported by licensing terminology that is managed at the State level.  We make no 
attempt here to adjudicate this debate, but by necessity, need to be consistent in the 
use of such terminology for the purpose of this report.   

Further, we note that many different stakeholders may read this report including 
plumbers, employers, industry associations, union members and representatives, 
plumbing lecturers, etc.  Since the focus of this report is on the barriers to training 
beyond apprenticeship training for plumbers, we have listed some definitions on training 
instruments used in RTO’s.   

 

Plumbing Tradesperson - a registered plumber who has completed their plumbing 
apprenticeship (e.g. Certificate III)  
 
Plumbing Contractor - a licensed plumber who is licensed to contract with builders and 
employ plumbing tradespersons (i.e. plumbing tradesperson) 

Training Package - A training package is a set of nationally endorsed standards and 
qualifications for recognising and assessing people's skills in a specific industry, industry 
sector or enterprise. They are developed by a national Industry Skills Council (ISCs). 

Qualifications – A training package can contain a number of qualifications that are listed 
under the training package.  Each qualification provides details of those units of 
competency that must be achieved to award each particular AQF qualifications. Often 
these qualifications provide for industry specific needs.  For instance, within the 
Plumbing and Services Training Package, there are many qualifications such as a 
Certificate III in Gas Fitting.  In BCP03 (and CPC08), there are: 

· Certificate II (3 qualifications)   

· Certificate III (5 qualifications)   

· Certificate IV (1 qualifications)   

· Diploma (1 qualifications)   

The rules around which units of competency can be combined to make up a valid AQF 
qualification in the Training Package are referred to as the "packaging rules".  

Stream – Within a number of the qualifications there are further specialist areas that 
dictate further packaging rules within a qualification.  For plumbing services, those 
streams are: water stream, sanitary stream, drainage stream, mechanical services 
stream, roofing stream and gas services stream. 

Certificate IV Licensing Units – A licensing outcome for a plumbing contractor can be 
achieved by completing only a few of the units required within the Certificate IV 
qualification.  The number of units is different for each State and is guided by State 
licensing requirements.  We acknowledge that the majority of plumbing students enrolled 
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in Certificate IV level training have no intention of completing the qualification and only 
intend to complete the licensing units required5.  Therefore, throughout this report we 
often distinguish between RTOs that offer only the licensing units versus other RTOs that 
offer the complete qualification at the Certificate IV level. 

Complete Certificate IV – Only some RTO’s offer the complete Certificate IV 
qualification even though more than half of all apprentices go on to complete their 
contractors licensing requirements.  Throughout this report, we often compare those 
RTOs that offer a complete Certificate IV qualification with those RTOs that only offer 
the licensing units at this level. 

 

  

                                                
 
5 See Pathways Beyond Plumbing Apprenticeships Status Report, p. 46 
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Qualifications Pathways 
 
Although the previous report in this project (See Pathways Beyond Plumbing 
Apprenticeships Status Report6) reviewed the current take-up of the national Training 
Package, it is important to provide a quick overview of the complete suite of 
qualification pathways to provide context for this report.  Here, we provide a short 
overview of the training package, including the qualifications and the number of units 
required.  Further, the qualification pathways and entry requirements are presented. 

 

Plumbing and Services Training Package 

The following table highlights the current qualifications within BCP03 for Certificate III 
and above.   

 

Qualification Code Qualification Title Units 

Certificate III   

BCP30103  

BCP30203   

BCP30303  

BCP30403  

BCP30503  

Certificate III in Plumbing  

Certificate III in Plumbing (Mechanical Services) 

Certificate III in Roof Plumbing  

Certificate III in Gas Fitting  

Certificate III in Fire Protection 

65-73 Units 

69-77 Units 

31 Units 

32 Units 

33 Units 

Certificate IV   

BCP40106 Certificate IV in Plumbing and Services 15 Units 

Diploma   

BCP50106 Diploma of Plumbing and Services  12 Units 

Table 1 – BCP03 Qualifications for Certificate III to Diploma 

  

 

It should be noted that BCP03 has recently been replaced by CPC08.  Although this 
project began while BCP03 was still in place, there has been very little of substantive 
change for this new training package, as it relates to the plumbing sector.  However, for 
completeness the following table highlights the current qualifications within CPC08 that 
pertain to plumbing services (Level 3-5). 

                                                
 
6 See Report on CPSISC website: http://www.cpsisc.com.au/projects/Pathways_Beyond_BCP03 
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Qualification Code Qualification Title Units 

Certificate III   

CPC32408  

CPC32508   

CPC32608  

CPC32708  

CPC32808  

Certificate III in Plumbing  

Certificate III in Plumbing (Mechanical Services) 

Certificate III in Roof Plumbing  

Certificate III in Gas Fitting  

Certificate III in Fire Protection 

63-71 Units 

67-74 Units 

25 Units 

32 Units 

33 Units 

Certificate IV   

CPC40908 Certificate IV in Plumbing and Services 15 Units 

Diploma   

CPC50408 Diploma of Plumbing and Services  12 Units 

Table 2 – CPC08 Plumbing and Services Qualifications for Certificate III to Diploma 
 

Differences in Certificate III 

It should be noted that not all Certificate III outcomes are the same across RTO’s.  On a 
superficial level, some of the Certificate III qualifications listed above have a substantial 
difference in the number of units required for completion.  There are two broad 
categories: 

· Broadly trained plumbers with 4 streams – 63 to 74 units required 
§ Certificate III in Plumbing  
§ Certificate III in Plumbing (Mechanical Services) 

· Specialist plumbers – 25 to 33 units required 
§ Certificate III in Roof Plumbing 
§ Certificate III in Gas Fitting 
§ Certificate III in Fire Protection 

It is evident that those apprentices taking on either of the ‘broadly trained’ Certificate 
III in Plumbing qualifications will do twice as many units as those in the ‘Specialist 
plumber’ qualifications. 

However, there are further differences within the ‘broadly trained’ Certificate III in 
Plumbing qualifications that are important to note.  Even within these qualifications, 
there can be substantial differences in the area of training.  The training package 
distinguishes six specialist streams within plumbing.  They are: 

· Water stream 
· Sanitary stream 
· Drainage stream 
· Mechanical Services stream 
· Roofing stream 
· Gas Services stream 
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For the Certificate III in Plumbing and the Certificate III in Plumbing (Mechanical 
Services), both require four of these six streams.  Whilst we acknowledge the flexibility 
that these packaging rules allow for, it should also be highlighted that the choices are 
often dictated by state regulator requirements and RTOs that may be constrained in 
attracting sufficient apprentice numbers.   

Although this may well meet State based requirements, it does provide barriers on a 
number of fronts, including: 

· the capacity for national licensing at the contractor level if one presumes that all 
Certificate III outcomes are equal  

· the ability for an apprentice to move interstate during their apprenticeship 
· the ability for tradespeople (i.e. Certificate III qualified plumbers) to take up 

Certificate IV training in another State where the underpinning streams have not 
been completed.  This is particularly notable in Mechanical Services pathway 
because it is not regulated in many States and often not fully delivered as a 
complete stream. 

 

Pathways Beyond Certificate III 

The Certificate IV in Plumbing and Services contains four specialist pathways; however 
these are not packaged as separate qualifications.  The four pathways include: 

· Air conditioning and mechanical services stream 
· Plumbing services – management stream  
· Plumbing services – operations stream 
· Fire service stream7. 

For the Diploma of Plumbing and Services, there are currently three specialist pathways; 
however these are not packaged as separate qualifications.  The three pathways include: 
 

· Air conditioning and mechanical service stream 
· Fire services stream 
· Plumbing services stream 

 
 

Sideways Entry 

The pathways beyond Certificate III level training recognise the specialist areas and the 
historical pathway that allows for ‘sideways entry’.  This ‘sideways entry’ highlights the 
ability for individuals to access certain Certificate IV and Diploma streams without pre-
requisite qualifications.  However, it is clearly distinguished that these ‘sideways entry’ 
pathways do not provide for a tradesperson or licensed contractor outcome.  That is to 
say, ‘sideways entry’ pathways at higher level qualifications provide for specific non-

                                                
 
7 Taken from BCP03 Plumbing and Services Training Package 
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tradesperson outcomes such as design qualifications or management of a plumbing 
business capacity. 
 
The qualification pathway for the training package beyond Certificate III is presented in 
the following diagram. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1 - Qualification Pathways Beyond Certificate III 
 

Upcoming Changes 

Although the training package currently exists as described above, it would be remiss of 
us not to mention a couple of current developments that are well under way.  Two 
projects that are currently in their final stages of review and formal endorsement are 
presented below. 
 

Higher Level Qualifications for Fire Systems Design 
 
A current project has been developing higher level qualifications for fire systems design.  
This project has developed units of competency and qualifications for both the Diploma 
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and Vocational Graduate Certificate level of training for fire specialists.  The materials 
have been finalised and have been presented to the National Quality Council (NQC) for 
formal endorsement.  These qualifications will be added to the CPC08 Construction, 
Plumbing and Services Integrated Framework Training Package. 
 
More information on this project and its outcomes can be accessed through the CPSISC 
website.8 
 

Higher Level Qualifications for Hydraulic Design 
 
Hydraulic design competencies are included in the current Certificate IV and Diploma 
Plumbing and Services qualifications. However the pathway requires completion of a 
Certificate III in Plumbing to enter the Certificate IV and completion of the Certificate IV 
Operations stream to enter the Diploma.  Hydraulic consultants would like to see a direct 
entry qualification that does not require completion of a full trade and licensing 
outcome.  
 
This project has proposed an additional pathway to the current articulation arrangements 
in the Diploma of Plumbing and Services and the Certificate IV in Plumbing and Services – 
Operations stream to provide a direct entry point for hydraulic consultants.  This project 
has proposed a separate hydraulics stream within the current Certificate IV qualification 
that allows for ‘sideways entry’ and is a pre-requisite to a new Diploma of Hydraulics 
Design Services. 
 
More information on this project can be accessed through the CPSISC website.9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
 
8  See http://www.cpsisc.com.au/projects/fire_systems_design 
9 See http://www.cpsisc.com.au/projects/plumb_ser_and_paint 
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Apprentice Outcomes 

 
In addressing the plumbing pathways beyond Certificate III level training, it is useful to 
briefly consider the current outcomes of Certificate III as this has a direct impact on the 
higher level training for plumbing and related services.  From this perspective, we review 
current employers’ perceptions on Certificate III outcomes, the experience of current 
students in the various plumbing streams and their intention to go on to Certificate IV 
units. 
 
 

Employers’ Satisfaction with Apprenticeship Outcomes 

 
Employers and plumbers within the industry vary in their opinion on apprenticeship 
training outcomes depending upon the stream, or sector of the market.  Plumbers were 
generally satisfied that apprentices were prepared to an ‘Average’ level for work within 
the industry.  However, very few felt that apprentices were ‘well prepared’ for work in 
the industry in any sector.  This reflects the substantial on-the-job learning component of 
apprenticeship training that continues beyond the apprenticeship period.   
 

 
Chart 1 - Plumbers' satisfaction level with apprentice preparation for trade 

 
Plumbers were generally, as a group, satisfied with apprentices’ preparation for work in 
general plumbing, gas and drainage.  They were less satisfied as a group with preparation 
for work in fire, mechanical and roofing.  When looking at the responses from those 
plumbers who work in fire, mechanical and roofing, the following highlights emerge: 
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· 38.2% of roof plumbers believe apprentices were ‘Poorly Prepared’ for the Roofing 
sector - Roof plumbers tended to agree with all plumbers, that a substantial 
proportion of roof plumbers were poorly prepared to work in the roofing sectors. 

· 22.7% of mechanical plumbers believe apprentices were ‘Poorly Prepared’ for 
work in the mechanical sector – This is substantially lower than the perception of 
plumbers in other sectors of the market. 

· 39.3% of fire service plumbers believe apprentices were ‘Poorly Prepared’ for 
work in the fire service sector – This is somewhat lower than the perception of 
plumbers in other sectors. 

 
Other sectors were much more aligned to the overall perception of all plumbers on how 
well prepared apprentices were to work in their sector. 
 
Some comments from plumbers and plumbing lecturers reflect the specialised nature of 
the trade and the challenge of getting experience in all areas.   
 

‘...majority of plumbers I have had contact with are reasonably ok with sanitary & 
general but have poor knowledge of more specialised areas.’ 

‘[The] onsite training does not cover many aspects of the trade. This depends on 
what part of the trade the employer is involved.’ 

‘If you are doing simulation for a stream that the apprentice has never seen, it is 
always going to be shallow.  You can’t supply the depth of training that would 
lead to true competency.’ 

 
The specialised nature and increasing regulation means there is often more to cover in 
the apprenticeship program. 

 
‘Outcomes in our training program and the scope that we are taking on is greater 
than 20 years ago when I came through.  It is broader now.’ 

‘You tend to lose a lot of professionalism in the trade.  People are only ever 
seeing the practical skills and it becomes a bigger impost on TAFE to make sure 
that everything is covered.’ 

 
Other comments reflect the challenge of ensuring a thorough understanding of the codes 
and regulations that are so critical in a licensed trade. 
 

‘Most new plumbers struggle with code interpretation particularly complex stack 
design and installation and a good majority have no idea when it comes to 
gasfitting.’ 

‘Poor knowledge of rules, regulations etc.’ 

‘Due to the direction of the industry (sub contracting and stream specialisation) 
overall preparation and knowledge is not as it should be.’ 

‘Overall, I think the level of competency has dropped. Some of the newer 
"plumbers" seem to think they have already done it all. My evidence is from the 
Call Centre Line of Sydney Water, as I am in a group where I field some of these 
calls, which leave me in disbelief a lot of the time.’ 
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More than half of all plumbers surveyed suggest that apprentices are poorly prepared to 
understand the legal requirements. 
 

 
Chart 2 - How well prepared are apprentices for understanding legal requirements? 

 
Many acknowledge that there are challenges in preparing apprentices sufficiently in the 
soft skills, such as time management, dealing with customers, and working in a team, 
just to name a few.  RTO lecturers reflect that these skills are covered in the Training 
Package, but acknowledge that much is gained from their employer on how the process 
actually works in the industry.   
 

‘[On the soft skill] I don’t think they are up to the mark and I don’t think we 
spend enough time ensuring that they have got a customer focus ...’ 

‘... in customer service in the maintenance industry, [if they don’t have any] 
customer service skills at all, they quickly find themselves out of work.’ 

‘While not always in formal training, they should glean and gain from working 
with an employer. Some do it better than others ...’ 

 
Employers also see time management and dealing with customers as areas they feel 
could be improved at the apprenticeship level outcomes.  Additionally, employer 
feedback suggests that they would like to see a more holistic understanding of what is 
important to business success.  Some would argue that this competency is better placed 
in training for a contractor’s license or Certificate IV level issue.   
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Chart 3 - How well are apprentices prepared for business skills? 

 

Apprentices’ Experience Across Sectors 

Of the 508 surveyed students, the vast majority of Apprentices’ were enrolled in the 
Certificate III in General Plumbing.  Only a small number were enrolled in any of the 
following: 
 

· Certificate III in Plumbing (Mechanical Services) 
· Certificate III in Roof Plumbing 
· Certificate III in Gas Fitting 
· Certificate III in Fire Protection 

 
However, it is important to note that many of the current apprentices have had 
experience across the various sectors of the market, as noted in the chart below. 
 
 

 
Chart 4 - Apprentice work experience x sector 
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Of note, only 42% have had experience in mechanical services and 57% have experience 
in fire services.  More encouragingly, greater than 80% of all current surveyed 
apprentices have had some experience in: 
 

· Roof plumbing (83%) 
· Gas services (89%) 
· Drainage plumbing (92%) 
· General plumbing (97%) 

 
Although it has been noted that not all employers may be able to provide experience in 
all streams, many apprentices and plumbing students have worked for more than one 
employer during their training period.  On average apprentices have worked for 2.4 
different employers.  In fact, this was highest for those apprentices working in fire 
services and lowest for students working in mechanical services. 
 
 

 Number of different employers in 
plumbing and related services 
that you have worked for: 

General Plumbing 2.47 
Roof Plumbing 2.06 
Mechanical Services 1.67 
Gas Services 2.38 
Drainage Plumbing 2.55 
Fire Services 3.79 

Table 3 - How many employers have apprentices worked for? 

 

Apprentice Intentions to Do Licensing Units 

Current plumbing apprentices enrolled in Certificate III courses across various States 
largely intend to go on to do their licensing units at the Certificate IV level.   
 

 
Chart 5 - Apprentice intentions to complete licensing units 
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Currently, 74% of all surveyed plumbing apprentices intend to go on to do their 
Certificate IV level licensing units.     
  
This can be dramatically different from what actually occurs and is often at odds with 
perceptions of plumbing lecturers.  On average, plumbing lecturers perceive that 52% of 
apprentices go on to do their Certificate IV licensing units. Those RTOs that offer a 
complete Certificate IV tend to report a higher transition of apprentices into the 
Certificate IV licensing units.  This may reflect their ability to more effectively market 
the benefits or package an appealing group of elective units. 
 
Often at play, are the barriers and challenges imposed upon those exiting their 
apprenticeship training.  This is the subject of the next section of this report. 
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Certificate IV Licensing Units 
 
In describing the post apprenticeship training (i.e. plumbing training above the 
Certificate III), we make an important distinction between two classifications of the 
Certificate IV course on offer.  We acknowledge the reality that many RTOs only deliver 
the licensing units at the Certificate IV level without offering all units required for the 
completion of a Certificate IV.  Due to this, we often highlight and compare those RTOs 
that offer only the Certificate IV licensing units with those RTOs offering a complete 
Certificate IV.   
 

National Licensing Differences 

It would be difficult to fully appreciate the discussion of the Certificate IV licensing units 
without some background information on the different licensing requirements between 
States.  Historically, plumbing licenses have been administered and regulated at the 
State level of government.  This continues to be the case today.   
 
Over time each State has developed their own licensing regime, terminology and 
response to industry needs.  The result has been a disparate licensing list that 
complicates the portability of trades and businesses that work in multiple State 
jurisdictions.   
 
Governments at all levels have acknowledged this issue and have been clearly focused on 
improving portability of the trades through the work of the Council of Australian 
Governments (COAG).  COAG is the peak intergovernmental forum in Australia, 
comprising the Prime Minister, State Premiers, Territory Chief Ministers and the President 
of the Australian Local Government Association (ALGA).  
 
In 2006, the COAG Skills Task Force conducted research into ‘baseline information’ on 
the plumbing industry.  At that time, there were indicative figures that noted 93 
different plumbing licenses across States and Territories (See Appendix 2 – Jurisdictional 
Licenses for Plumbers)10. 
 
Despite the implementation of the national Training Package, licensing differences 
continue unabated.  COAG recently highlighted the number of licenses by State in April 
2009 as 13711. 
 

 NSW VIC QLD WA SA TAS ACT NT Total 

Plumbing & 
gasfitting 

27 22 24 6 24 12 14 8 137 

Table 4 – Occupational Licenses for Plumbing & Gasfitting (Source: COAG) 

                                                
 
10 COAG Skills Task Force, by Stenning & Associates and Peter Noonan Consulting, Baseline Report – 
Plumbers, February 2006. 
11 National License System for Specified Occupations: Decision Regulation Impact Statement, April 2009 
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COAG and the proposed National Licensing System 

The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) believes that ‘Australia’s productivity is 
hampered by duplicative and inconsistent regulations that are compromising economic 
competiveness and require reform.’12  On July 3, 2008, COAG agreed to move forward 
with the development of a National Licensing System with the intent to have targeted 
occupational groups commence by 1 July 2012.  The plumbing industry is one of those 
specified initial occupational groups. 
 
In COAG’s Regulation Impact Statement (April 2009), they propose, ‘COAG’s objective in 
establishing the national licensing system is to remove overlapping and inconsistent 
regulation between jurisdictions in the way that they licence occupational areas.  By so 
doing, it aims to improve business efficiency and the competitiveness of the national 
economy, reduce red tape, improve labour mobility and enhance productivity.’13  The 
document clearly distinguishes between mutual recognition and the broader scope of 
national licensing to go beyond a mapping of existing licenses.  It highlights the need for 
national legislation that allows for national licenses that are the same across all States 
and Territories. 
 
The proposed objectives of the national system are to:  

1. ensure that licences issued by the national licensing body allow licensees to 
operate in all Australian jurisdictions;  

2. ensure that licensing arrangements are effective and proportional to that 
required for consumer protection and worker and public health and safety, 
while ensuring economic efficiency and equity of access;  

3. facilitate a consistent skill base for licensed occupations;  

4. ensure effective coordination exists between the national licensing body and 
relevant jurisdictional regulators;  

5. promote national consistency in:  

· licensing structures and policy across comparable occupational areas;  
· regulation affecting the conduct requirements of licensees;  
· the approaches to disciplinary arrangements affecting licensees;  

6. provide flexibility to deal with jurisdiction or industry specific issues;  

7. provide access to information about licensees.  

 
 

Awareness of Licensing Units after Certificate III 

Whilst current plumbing apprentices are aware of the Certificate IV level training 
requirements for their contracting licensing needs, they appear to be less aware of the 
common barriers that have been highlighted by many stakeholders in the industry.   
 
 
                                                
 
12 COAG National Licensing System for Specified Occupations: Decision Impact Statement, April 2009. 
13 Ibid, p.  
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Chart 6 - Are apprentices aware of information about Certificate IV? 

 
From over 400 current plumbing apprentices who were in Year 2 or 3 of their Certificate 
III, 58% were unaware of the cost of training at the Certificate IV level.  As discussed 
later in this report, this reflects the uncertainty within some RTOs that are challenged 
with developing a commercial pricing level for these licensing units.  There are 
substantial pricing discrepancies between States and even substantial pricing differences 
within some States.  
 
Current apprentices are also relatively unaware that they must do their Certificate IV 
level training in their own time – unpaid time away from the workplace.  47% of 
apprentices were not sure at all and only 12% claimed they were very aware of this fact. 
 
Although less dramatic, there was also a notable amount of uncertainty as to the 
licensing sectors available to current apprentices, if they choose to go on to the 
Certificate IV licensing units.  
 

‘The info provided is so small. Even searching & researching it for yourself is so 
hard. It seems like it's deliberately difficult.’  

‘I hardly know any of this stuff.’ 

‘Need more information / costs etc.’ 

 
We acknowledge that not all Certificate III graduates (i.e. tradespeople) will necessarily 
want to go on to do their Certificate IV licensing units, but the apparent lack of much of 
this information provides a substantial barrier to an informed decision. 
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RECOMMENDATION 1: 
 
All Plumbing apprentices should be informed upon sign up by RTOs of the current 
licensing requirements for each pathway.  This information should include how 
employer arrangements may differ from the apprenticeship program.  (Also see 
recommendation on National registry for post-apprenticeship training that would 
support the AAC’s in this responsibility) 

   
 
Employers were well aware of the licensing training at the Certificate IV level and its 
general structure.  85% of all plumbing employers surveyed stated that they were well 
informed on the licensing unit requirements.  For some States, the Certificate IV level 
licensing units have been a fact of life for some time.  However, under the old State 
based curriculum model, some licensing outcomes were achieved at the Certificate III 
level.  For those States, the national Training Package which was introduced in 2004 (i.e. 
BCP03) represented a significant change.  It is only in the last two years that the 
licensing units have needed to be developed for the first cohorts of graduates from the 
national Training Package.   
 

‘I am aware, as this was the way when I did my apprenticeship. However, more 
emphasis might need to be put into the value of continuing so they get their 
licence, instead of mucking about years later when they realise they should have 
done it earlier ...’ 

‘Yes I knew, but do the finishing apprentices?’ 

‘Sad place to find the individual in. They should have at least 1-2 IV's when they 
finish school.’ 

 
 

Drivers for Licensing Units at Certificate IV 

Most individuals who take up their Certificate IV licensing units are clearly focused on the 
licensing outcomes and most often the ability to become a plumbing contractor.  Many 
apprentices and Certificate IV plumbing students have strong intentions of becoming self 
employed and/or are encouraged by their employer to take a greater role in the 
business.   
 
Many individuals at forums commented on the ‘threat’ to employers from apprentices 
going on to do their contracting license units at the Certificate IV level.  However, this 
has not been the response from those plumbers surveyed.  82% of plumbers surveyed 
suggest that they would encourage a plumbing tradesperson working for them to go on 
and finish their contractor’s licensing training.  This was consistent across different age 
groups of employers.  In fact, there was little difference between plumbers who were 
sole traders and those contractors who regularly employed other plumbers. 
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Chart 7 - Encourage tradesperson to complete licence training - sole trader vs. employer 

 
 
Employers were encouraging whether they worked in the commercial or residential 
sector as well as across most streams of plumbing.  The only notable difference was from 
those in the Mechanical Services, where only 68% stated they would encourage 
tradespersons to go on to do their contractor’s licensing training.  This may reflect the 
larger companies often involved in this sector.  However, we do not suggest this is 
representative across this whole sector; as is evident in the case study on A. G. Coombs 
(See Case Study 3 in Appendix of this report). 
 
The majority of comments from plumbing employers suggest that encouraging tradesmen 
to do their contractor licence training is of benefit to all parties. 
 

‘Should he/she be looking to further their opportunities within our company, then 
yes.’ 

‘Gives us the flexibility on site’ 

‘Purely to become a more complete and informed plumber. It helps everyone who 
is involved with - the employer, the client, the industry. He will be more 
advanced than the next guy that has not completed the added course’ 

‘Of course. Any additional training has to be a benefit to not only the person 
doing the training but also to the company they are working for. We generally find 
that a tradesperson who has both a contractor’s licence (Certificate 4) and 
numerous years of actual on site experience will often expect and receive 
additional pay levels over and above a basic tradesperson’ 

‘Once they are qualified they are more valuable to the company’ 

‘I would not employ them if they didn’t.’ 

 
For some plumbers, the choice of encouraging a tradesman to go on to do their 
contractor licence is a matter that depends upon the individual. 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Sole Proprietor Contractors Contractors Employing other 
plumbers

Would you encourage a plumbing 
tradesperson working for you to go on and 
finish their contractor's licensing training?

Yes Responses



 

24 | P a g e  
 

‘Depends on tradesperson - i.e. ability to be able to run a business and a desire 

to achieve higher outcomes’ 

‘Yes if they are capable’ 

‘Depends if I feel the apprentice has what it takes to succeed.’ 

‘Again, depends on the apprentice, but with my experience I think the employer 
needs to have his future business plans in place and depends on the attitude of 
the apprentice’ 

 
Since licensing appears to be the overwhelming driver for most apprentices and 
Certificate IV students in plumbing trade training, we were interested to note which 
areas they intended to become licensed in.  There was substantial cross-over between 
licensing streams, most notably in general plumbing, gas services, drainage plumbing and 
roofing.   
 
Although a much smaller response, it is somewhat encouraging that a few current 
Certificate III and Certificate IV students have design and consulting as a potential career 
path.  
 

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

General plumbing 93.3% 418 
Roof plumbing 61.4% 275 
Air conditioning & mechanical 18.1% 81 
Gas services 75.9% 340 
Drainage plumbing 76.3% 342 
Design & Consulting - Mechanical 5.6% 25 
Design & Consulting - Hydraulics 5.6% 25 
Design & Consulting - Fire 4.9% 22 
Unsure 5.4% 24 

Table 5 - Licence aspirations of students 

 
Much of the interest in licensing pathways is clearly driven by the work experience and 
the sector of the market within which current apprentices and Certificate IV students 
work.  The vast majority of licensing areas sought are within the sector/stream in which 
they are employed.   
 
 

Which streams will you 
be licensed in? 

Sector you currently are 
working within 

 

 Gen Pl Roof Mech Gas Drain Fire 
General plumbing 98% 94% 70% 98% 98% 98% 
Roof plumbing 62% 83% 37% 67% 69% 72% 
Air conditioning & 
mechanical 

14% 14% 79% 17% 16% 26% 

Gas services 78% 82% 63% 93% 86% 92% 
Drainage plumbing 80% 86% 47% 90% 93% 98% 

Table 6 - Licence aspirations of students x current stream employment 
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This highlights the importance of employers becoming engaged early in the 
apprenticeship scheme if they are to influence the licensing choices of those currently in 
trade school.  To expect to draw tradesperson into a particular stream (e.g. mechanical) 
post-apprenticeship may be challenging. 
 
 

RECOMMENDATION 2:  
 
Promote various pathways early, particularly those pathways experiencing skills 
shortages.    Industry and industry associations should promote various pathways 
(especially the specialist streams) to attract apprentices early in their training in 
order to influence their licensing choices at the Certificate IV level. 

 
 
It is important to note which people or groups influence apprentices to go on to do their 
licensing units.  The most influential groups for this decision as reported by current 
apprentices and Certificate IV students are: 
 

· Parents 
· My Employer 
· Other Plumbers I know 

 
These influencing groups are similar to previous research done on entry into plumbing 
apprenticeships.  However, whilst parents are still the most dominating influencer, the 
employer appears to play an even stronger role on licensing decisions.  This would appear 
to reflect the mentoring relationship between most apprentices and their employer. 
 
 

Barriers for Uptake of Licensing Units 

The main barriers for Certificate IV licensing units are consistent and well recognised by 
all survey respondents: students, lecturers and employers.  The most prevalent barriers 
for the Certificate IV licensing units are: 
 

· Cost of the units 
· The length of time to do the course 
· Finding time away from work to do the units 

 
These concerns were identified by current apprentices and Certificate IV students, with 
little difference between these two groups.  That is to say, the perceptions of the 
barriers by apprentices do eventuate in reality for those currently enrolled in Certificate 
IV licensing units.   
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Chart 8 - Student challenges for taking on licensing units 

 
Plumbing lecturers in public and private RTOs also rate the time and cost as the main 
barriers for most apprentices considering whether to do the licensing units at the 
Certificate IV level.   
 

‘Cost ... as a number of institutes would be mainly offering licensing as a fee for 
service.’   

‘To become licensed ... requires a time commitment from them.  Life is very busy 
when running or aspiring to run your own business ...’ 

 
Whilst the cost of the program is in itself a major barrier, there are also some 
discrepancies between RTOs on how to set the pricing structure.  Although State funding 
is available for some Certificate IV units via: 
 

· State funding as a matter of policy for Certificate IV plumbing units (e.g. SA) 
· through Productivity Placement Programs which became available in most States 

over the last few months (although there are current limits) 
· ‘profile hours’ for some students 

 
Comments from plumbing lecturers and industry stakeholders reflect this issue of funding 
discrepancies: 
 

‘I think it becomes a funding issue.  In a lot of cases Certificate IV can be profile 
funded so it becomes a monetary decision ... the difference being if someone 
does a Certificate IV as a qualification, they are possibly paying infinitely less 
than what they would be required to pay, fee-for-service, unit by unit 
arrangement.’ 

‘[The cost] depends upon the college.  There is no consistency in our State on how 
we are going to charge them.  Why?  Some are doing it on a fee-for-service and 
some are doing it as part of a training program ... They are trying to get as much 
as they can ...’ 
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Some stakeholders strongly suggest that the licensing of plumbers should be fully funded 
by State government.  These views are most vehement in those States where licensing 
outcomes were achieved at the Certificate III level before the national Training Package 
was implemented.   
 
The particular financial challenge for students is that they are often just commencing 
their working career.  For most students enrolled in the licensing units at the Certificate 
IV level, they have just come out of their apprenticeship program and may not have the 
money to support their training.  As one representative from a State Master Plumbers 
Association commented, ‘The timing is the issue at the heart of this issue ...’ 
 
Whilst previous research shows that employers tend to get ‘good value’ for supporting 
the apprenticeship scheme, they are less inclined to support training costs beyond the 
apprenticeship level.  Whilst they clearly encourage tradespeople to go on in their 
training, 93% of employers strongly believe that the cost of training beyond the 
Certificate III should be paid by the student. 
 

‘Why should an employer pay for his apprentice to get a licence and then go into 
business against him?  Also if the student/plumber wants to achieve that goal of 
higher qualification or contractor status he needs to do it for himself as part of 
developing a business philosophy.’ 

‘It is part of cost of becoming a contractor. Paying for training improves quality 
outcome.’ 

‘I believe an employer is responsible in his commitment to train an apprentice to 
Certificate 3 any other additional training should be at the cost of the person 
pursuing a career advancement. This would include Certificate 4 and above’ 

 
 
 

RECOMMENDATION 3:  
 
State/Federal Departments of Education should be lobbied by plumbing industry 
associations to provide financial support to encourage higher level training. 
 
 

 
However, lecturers also perceive that the difficulty of the course can be a challenge for 
many potential students as there is a higher component of theory based training at the 
Certificate IV level.  Despite this challenge, it appears that literacy and numeracy do not 
always represent the specific barrier for this challenge – only 21% of lecturers believed 
literacy and numeracy is a challenge in its own right. 
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Chart 9 - Challenges for apprentices when considering licensing units 

 
 
Not all apprentice graduates (i.e. registered tradesperson) want to go on to do their 
contractors’ licence.  Plumbing lecturers were asked about the primary reasons 
registered tradespeople (i.e. just finished their apprenticeship) would not go on to do 
their licensing units at the Certificate IV level.  Three main themes emerged from 60 
submitted written responses.  They are: 
 

· Unable to recognise the benefits (27%) 
· Do not want to be self employed (23%) 
· Do not want to study further (12%) 

 
Of concern is the inability to recognise the benefits.  This speaks to a lack of 
understanding and/or communication of the career pathways and benefits that are 
clearly implied by the lecturers. 
 

‘Does not see the benefits for future.’ 

‘They feel they do not have a need for a License.’ 

‘Sees no financial, employment or future prospect benefits’ 

 
 

State Licensing Unit Differences 

Within State licensing difference, there are two elements that have a direct impact on 
those students enrolled in Certificate IV licensing units.  The first is the State 
requirements for contractor licensing.  The second issue deals with the State based 
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decision on which Training Package will provide the basis for the qualification or 
licensing units. 
 

State Requirements for Contractor Licensing 
 
Each State manages their own requirements for contractor licensing and has developed 
over time, licensing designations and registration requirements that dramatically differ 
between States.  The licences are primarily issued from one of two sources, depending 
upon the State: 
 

· A State-based business and/or consumer affairs agency, or 
· A State-based Plumbing Regulator 

 
Some States will issue the licence from a business and/or consumer affairs agency but 
have regulation from a utility provider such as the Water utility in SA and the Gas 
Regulator in WA.   
 
By virtue of these different State requirements, each State’s RTOs deliver a different set 
of licensing units for the various plumbing licensing requirements.  As highlighted in the 
previous project report, these State based licensing units at the Certificate IV level may 
range from as few as 3 units in some States to as many as 13 units in other States. 
 
Many stakeholders, including plumbing employers, plumbing lecturers, some of the 
industry associations and students lament this lack of consistency across State 
boundaries.  One State-based MPA representative commented that the licensing 
differences are ‘... so diverse.  Every State requires different things.  It makes it hard to 
get consistency. No one wants to give up anything.’   
 
Employers overwhelmingly feel that State differences in licensing have a negative impact 
on the plumbing industry.  Just over 90% of comments from practicing plumber 
contractors suggest that a uniform and nationally consistent licensing regime would be an 
improvement.   
 
The most prevalent theme amongst employer comments focused on the need for national 
standards in the industry.  
 

 ‘... we all work to Australian Standards so why not make licensing requirements 
the same’ 

‘Very negative, as a plumber you should be recognised in every state, town to do 
plumbing installation under a national installation code AS3500. Plumbing product 
and systems are the same, why cannot the regulation? ... and the regulator’ 

‘Standards are standards and should be the same for every state’ 

‘A negative!!! There needs to be an Australia wide standard.  They should be 
uniform across the country not individual states it is all too complicated when 
checking their qualifications from other places / states. [I] think this is a 
negative. This needs to be an Australia wide licence. I think all states and 
territories should have the same standard of plumbing and training.’ 
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I feel there should be a uniform standard.  We are all working to AS3500 and AS 
5601, irrespective of [which] State you live in.  Why not uniform licensing?’ 

‘All States should work to the same code have the same licences. In fact what I 
would love to see is that all plumbing is carried out on a national basis without 
state borders.’ 

 
Other employer comments centred on the portability challenges for those plumbers who 
either live near State borders or move between States. 
 

‘Definitely negative. e.g., when I moved from Vic to NSW I had to go and spend a 
year night school doing a drainers licence. At that time I had done 5 post 
apprentice courses in Vic and knew more than our instructor’ 

‘Negative because people are very mobile and standardisation would be a 
benefit.’ 

‘Negative, restricts movement ...  too complicated and expensive ... and in 
today’s world plumbers do travel so having a common licence will make it easier 
to train people and allow cross border travel and employment opportunities 
anywhere within Australia.’ 

‘... State differences are a BIG negative.  All states should be the same so 
contractors living in border areas only need to hold one licence.’ 

 
 
A few comments from plumbers suggest that they do not travel interstate often.  This 
may be a reflection on the prevalence of small businesses and respondents who have 
family commitments.   
 
Notably, the interest in working interstate appears to be higher for younger plumbers and 
those currently enrolled in trade training – in either Certificate III or Certificate IV. 
 

 
Chart 10 - Apprentice intentions to work in another State in the future 

 
In survey responses from current plumbing apprentices and students, 36% are either very 
likely or somewhat likely in their intentions to work in another State.  Only 31% of 
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respondents feel that working interstate is not likely (i.e. Responses 1 & 2 above).  Those 
apprentices and plumbing students working in the Mechanical stream were slightly more 
likely to intend to travel interstate, when compared to students currently working in 
other streams.  This may reflect that some States do not currently offer the Mechanical 
licensing units due to low interest and cost of providing the units. 
 
Plumbing lecturers also reflect the challenges in dealing with training requirements for 
interstate plumbers.  They consider the differing State licensing needs largely negative 
for the industry and a severe barrier. 
 

 
Chart 11 - Do State licensing differences impact on the industry? 

 
Comments from plumbing lecturers on the negative impact were primarily focused on the 
difficulties the current licensing regime poses for inter-state movement within the trade. 
 

‘Employing eastern states Tradesman is more involved and cost everyone more 
but I believe they are better trained’ 

‘Apprentices going inter-state don't map across easily’ 

‘We did some works in Adelaide and had to fill out paperwork and pay   lots of 
fees just to do a shop fit out’ 

 
Comments from industry association representatives also highlight the challenges of 
different State licensing regimes.  Various stories arise concerning the difficulties for 
contractors to train or work in more than one State or Territory. 
 

‘We have developed a Task based training system that we deliver in partnership 
with TAFE that is at risk if we don't get certainty. We also have branches on the 
Eastern seaboard so we want to see consistency. Just find some middle ground 
and stick to it!’ 

‘...and we are hearing of people coming in unable to open up their own 
contracting business even though they have been very successful in other States.’ 

‘... it seems to be the same in all streams [sectors of plumbing].’ 
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‘It is difficult for national companies.  They have differing operating requirements 
State by State – some States their fitters have to be accredited, some States they 
do not.’ 

‘As a product development engineer some states recognise certain product fit for 
purpose and other states this may not be the case.’ 

 
 
Many plumbing tradespeople and contractors would like to see a national register to 
underpin a national licensing regime. 
 

‘Very negative, each state should have identical requirements and we should be 
able to register on a national scale once only’ 

‘Negative - all licensing across the country should be exactly the same and also 
the price of licensing should be the same across the country. SA pays too much for 
contractors licensing where as other states pay hardly any at all.’ 

 
A national registry would also be helpful for new tradesperson and contractors entering 
the plumbing industry.  Approximately half of current apprentices and Certificate IV 
plumbing students either don’t know or are unaware of whether their 
licence/qualification is recognised in other Australian States or Territories. 
 
 

 Are you aware of whether your 
license/qualification is recognised in other 

Australian States and Territories? 
Yes 50.4% 
No 15.0% 
Unsure 34.6% 

Table 7 - Apprentice awareness of differing State licence requirements 

 
 
A few comments from plumbers also suggest that the licensing differences impact 
customer service.  Some comments reflected the importance of protecting the health of 
consumers, while others reflected the confusion between which pathways a plumber is 
licensed to work within a State or Territory boundary. 

 
‘We sometimes have conflicts which confuse customers, for example, gas 
plumbers assume all the NSW rules apply in the ACT’ 

 
Many comments from interviews with industry associations, plumbers, plumber lecturers 
and NPSTAG representatives, suggest that there is a great deal of hope attached to the 
COAG effort towards the national licensing system.  It would appear that most 
participants support a national licensing structure that goes beyond a simple matrix 
system that makes transparent which State based licenses will be recognised in other 
States.  The majority of responses appear to support a national system that has similar 
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training requirements and national licensing outcomes that are the same across all States 
and Territories. 
 

‘... they set up a matrix, but this is different to a national license that allows the 
same’ 

‘... [there are] two different levels of national licensing.  One is tick the box – if 
you are a WA licensed plumber, it allows you to do these streams.  This is 
different to a national license which allows the same outcomes from training, 
across the whole country.’ 

 
Whilst there was a consensus that differing State licensing requirements were bad for the 
industry, there appear to be varying levels of impact within the industry itself.  Only 29% 
reflected that the issue had a major or moderate impact on their business – still a sizable 
section of the industry.  However, this was notably higher for the following groups: 
 

· Plumbers with less than 10 years experience (38%) 
· Plumbers with more than 40 years experience (39%) 
· Plumbers involved in commercial work (38%) 
· Plumbers involved in Mechanical Services (36%) 

 
 

State Based Qualifications at Certificate IV (and above) 
 
The second issue on different State based licensing units deals with the State based 
decision on which training package will provide the basis for the qualification or licensing 
units.  As highlighted in the Pathways Beyond Plumbing Apprenticeships Status Report for 
this project, it appears that 75% of all RTOs delivering Certificate IV level training are 
using a State based training package.  However, it must be acknowledged that the first 
truly national Training Package (i.e. represented by BCP03 and now updated with CPC08) 
was only instigated during 2004-5 for most States.  This means that apprentices have only 
just been completing their Certificate III in the last two years.  By necessity, most RTOs 
have been heavily focused on developing these Certificate III units over the last five 
years and there has been a strong take-up of this national Training Package (i.e. very 
close to 100%).  Here, we highlight the strong direction and leadership of the NPSTAG 
group in providing a nationally coordinated effort in this development. 
 
However, it now appears that many RTOs are once again challenged in developing the 
Certificate IV units as apprentices finish their Certificate III in the national package.  
There appears to have been less coordination within the Certificate IV training level and 
certainly less national consistency so far. 
 
Some States have a longer history and experience in the Certificate IV level.  This tends 
to occur in those States that have had Certificate IV level licensing unit requirements in 
the past.  This is different to other States where there were licensing outcomes at the 
Certificate III level (i.e. plumbers exited their apprenticeship training with multiple 
licenses).   
 



 

34 | P a g e  
 

For some States with a great deal of past experience in Certificate IV plumbing delivery, 
there appears to be some reluctance to move towards the national Training Package. 
 

‘The training provided in the module course in NSW was working why reinvent the 
wheel. The only thing they see the training packages achieve is the emergence of 
private RTOs and training packages have the potential to privatise the VET in NSW 
and segment the trade i.e. more specialised less skilled trades people will result. 
Some people in the industry both in education and people working in the trade 
also see the privatisation of education as a concern as they feel the standard may 
drop.’ 

 
However, the majority of plumbing lecturers (63%) perceived the use of State-based 
training packages for Certificate IV level of plumbing training to have a negative impact 
on the industry.   
 

 
Chart 12 - Does the use of State based qualifications affect the industry? 

 
Most lecturers viewed the Training Package as a necessary building block for national 
licensing and consistent national standards. 
 

‘By not following a national Training Package, we are negating the push for a 
national license in the industry, which prevents plumbers from freely plying their 
trade any where across Australia. If we wish to maintain consistency and 
improving the quality delivered by the trade, these reforms need to take place’ 

‘If we want national licensing we must have a set of national units so all 
regulators are working to the same level’ 

‘...the regulator in each state determines and issues the working licences’ 

‘...tradesman travelling interstate, lack of continuity throughout country and 
diminishing public confidence in the professional ability of trades’ 
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‘Confusion and anger among students looking to receive a national qualification 
and allowing flexibility of movement throughout states’ 

‘Quality of outcomes varies! - How do the clients go with accreditation / 
recognition if [they] move interstate?’ 

 
This view largely endorses the direction of the COAG National Licensing System which 
intends to go further than a State based recognition matrix and provide National licensing 
requirements.  Participants in this project perceive that the licensing requirements 
should be the same across all of Australia allowing true portability of skills. 
 
 

RECOMMENDATION 4:  
 
Registered and Licensed Contractor plumbers overwhelmingly support the need 
for National Licensing whereby national Training Packages and required licence 
units at the Certificate IV level are the same across all States and Territories.  
This strongly supports the COAG direction on the National Licensing System. 
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Complete Certificate IV 
 
It is clear that licensing outcomes are the main drivers for post-apprenticeship training.  
This means that the majority of students only complete the licensing units, and leaves 
exiting student with a partially completed qualification – leaving 3-12 units left to 
complete their qualification.  This can create barriers for future pathways and career 
progression for plumbers who may wish to do so. 
 
 

Drivers for Uptake 

Surveys strongly indicate many of those individuals currently enrolled in trade training as 
an apprentice or at the Certificate IV level have a strong intent to finish their complete 
Certificate IV qualification.  This intention to complete is similar between States where 
there were sufficient responses to compare statistically (i.e. NSW, Vic, SA, WA).  It would 
therefore suggest that current students are certainly open to completing their Certificate 
IV even though they are aware that the requirement for the contractor’s license is less 
than the complete Certificate IV14.  Anecdotal comments from interviews and forums also 
suggest that students who leave without completing their Certificate IV (i.e. usually only 
completing the licensing units) rarely come back to the RTO to complete their Certificate 
IV.  It therefore appears to be very important to offer and communicate pathways and 
options for current students to complete the full qualification while they are currently 
enrolled in trade training. 
 
 

 
Chart 13 - Do students intend to finish their Certificate IV? 

 

                                                
 
14 The survey question posed was: “Licensing only requires some of the units/subjects at the Certificate IV level.  In 
other words, you do not have to finish your Certificate IV to get some or all of your intended licenses.    Do you 
intend to finish your Certificate IV completely?” 
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No, just the 
licensing units
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Do you intend to finish your Cert IV 
completely?

Cert III & Cert IV Plumbing Students
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In comments from apprentices and Certificate IV students in an open question, they 
perceived that people who want to complete their Certificate IV qualification/course do 
it for the following reasons: 
 

· Start their own business (32%) 
· For the qualification (21%) 
· A better future/more opportunities (14%) 
· Money (11%) 

 
 
Starting their own business is clearly important when contemplating the complete 
Certificate IV.  However, it must be noted that a few of the answers to this question 
suggest that some survey respondents equated a complete Certificate IV as the 
requirement for a contractor’s license – despite the wording of the question (See 
previous footnote).  This reconfirms the lack of information noted earlier in the report. 
  
It is interesting to note that ‘the qualification’ in itself appears to be valued by students.  
Whereas, most employers emphasise the licensing outcomes and contractor capacity, it 
appears that while they are students, completion of the qualification is viewed as a 
strong driver. 
 

‘It’s good to have full training and licenses’ 

‘They want the paperwork at the end’ 

‘You are encouraged to gain all qualifications by employers and Tafe.’ 

‘They want qualifications and they will always have a licence once they have it’ 

‘They want to help keep the trade of plumbing alive and to make sure that’ 

 
Many students also see a complete qualification as an avenue to improving their career 
opportunities and progression. 
  

‘They want to go further with their career ...’ 

 ‘It will develop their career and job selection.’ 

‘Because it increases your knowledge and it gives you more range on plumbing.’ 

‘They can establish a versatile plumbing business’ 

 ‘It will help build a better life & also you will have a trade’ 

‘Broadens the scope of work we can do.’ 

  
Plumbing lecturers were well in tune with the driving forces for why students want to 
complete the Certificate IV qualification.  Open comments from plumbing lecturers in 
every State and Territory presented the following reasons: 
 

· They obtain a qualification (29%) 
· Improve their career path / Future opportunities (25%) 
· They want to work for themselves (23%) 
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· Personal Motivation / Self Improvement (15%) 
· Further Education / Improve their knowledge on the trade (8%) 

 
 

Challenges 

Current students in plumbing trade school well understand that not all individuals want 
to go on to do their Certificate IV level qualification, and may be quite satisfied with 
their tradesperson qualification (i.e. Certificate III) after they complete their 
apprenticeship program.   
 
However, when current apprentices and Certificate IV students were asked to reflect on 
the reasons why many people don’t want to do the complete Certificate IV, 44% of all 
answers focused on the high cost and length of time.   
 

‘It costs too much and takes a long time’ 

‘It’s unnecessarily dragged out over the space of 1-2 years’ 

‘The time it takes and pay you receive when doing Certificate IV and the money 
you get after’ 

‘They don’t get payed that much more or even more at all and they need to find 
the time to do it’ 

‘It’s possibly too expensive, 
finding the time to do it, 
takes too long better to be 
in blocks not night school 
few days a week’ 

 
The other reasons provided were 
dispersed and offered the following 
thematic reasons: 
 

· The difficulty of the course 
(14%) 

· ‘Laziness’ / ‘Can’t be 
bothered’ (9%) 

· No intention of working for 
themselves (8%) 
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Plumbing lecturers who work within RTOs which deliver at least some Certificate IV units 
reflected on some of the issues affecting the uptake of a complete Certificate IV 
qualification.  Although they were presented with a number of possible barriers, there 
appears to be four which are much more important than others. 
 
 

 
Chart 14 - Barriers to student uptake of a Certificate IV qualification 

 
 
Plumbing lecturers along with an overwhelming number of interviews and forum 
attendees note that the complete Certificate IV qualification offers little to no financial 
benefit beyond the contractor’s licensing units.  This is a perceived barrier to the 
completion of a Certificate IV qualification.  

 
However, equally important is the facts that many perceive the contractor’s license as 
the ‘end game’ for a plumber and that there is very little obvious benefit to further 
education without licensing, endorsement or manufacturer’s requirements.  As the 
plumbing lecturers highlight above, two of their top four suggested barriers note the lack 
of career path and progression within the industry.  It appears that career pathways are 
poorly understood within the industry, or at the very least, poorly communicated. 
 
 
 

Increasing Motivation 

Students and plumbing lecturers were asked in surveys for their suggestion on how best 
to motivate individuals to complete their Certificate IV qualification.  For current 
students, their primary focus was on pay improvement along with job &/or licensing 
capability.  The following suggestions from current students at Certificate III or 
Certificate IV level were supported by more than 50% of respondents: 
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Chart 15 - Motivators to complete a Certificate IV 

 

Preparing for the Future 
 
A number of these motivators deal with not only how this qualification will help them in 
their role now, but also how it will help them in the future.  Plumbing students are well 
aware of the fact that their future may lead to a number of different specialties and 
areas of work – hence the interest in ‘preparation for running their own business’, ‘help 
them get a job in the future’, ‘increase the number of tickets on their license’ and 
‘better understand how this would help my career’.   
 
The clear inference here is that many Certificate III/IV students do not currently see how 
the complete Certificate IV prepares them for the future.  More education by itself is not 
a compelling reason for tradespeople or contractors.   
 
It would appear, however, that many are willing to take courses which clearly better 
prepare them for the future, even if it is not used within their current role.  Three out of 
the top four answers in the chart above deal with being better prepared for the future.   
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Make it Relevant to Student 
 
Students also believe they would be more inclined to do a complete Certificate IV if they        
felt it was directly relevant to the work they are currently doing.  This may involve work 
on further licensing areas, endorsements or other work skills they view as immediately 
relevant.  Plumbing lecturers are also conscious that the Certificate IV should be relevant 
to the student and their current and/or future needs. 
 
 

‘Make it relevant to the work licensed plumbers actually do on a regular basis’  

‘Abandon the requirement to cover so much unnecessary claptrap and cover more 
on the design and how to go about the tasks.’ 

‘Create courses that the students really require to set up a small business, 
without too much unrealistic nonsense that they will never need or use.’ 

‘Stop padding out the courses with competencies that have little relevance to 
what the student requires.’ 

 

More flexibility in time and method 
 
Plumbing lecturers also perceive the need to make the delivery of a complete Certificate 
IV more flexible in time and delivery.  This was the most dominant theme expressed by 
plumbing lecturers to encourage take-up of the Certificate IV qualification.  Suggestions 
from plumbing lecturers are grouped under the following categories: 
 

· Fast Track during Apprenticeship Period – Some lecturers suggested improving the 
capacity to fast track on some Certificate IV units during the apprenticeship 
period.   

· Self Paced Learning Units/Competencies - Allow self paced learning on 
appropriate units and/or competencies for those who may want to do the course 
in a shorter timeframe (or slower). 

· More Flexible Delivery Times - Allow more flexibility in delivery times that allow 
for different needs.  It appears that most delivery occurs in the evenings and/or 
weekends.  Some of the regional RTOs seem to have a preference for block mode, 
although block mode at the Certificate IV level is often shorter than some 
apprenticeship block mode times.  This is because of the student is not paid for 
time away from work, nor is the employer hosting the student under 
apprenticeship wages.   

Whilst it may not always be easy to provide multiple time slots in smaller RTOs 
there appears to be a greater need for coordinating differences in time structure 
between RTOs in close proximity to each other thereby offering choice to local 
tradespeople. 

· Flexibility in Unit Choices – A number of comments focused on the lack of course 
selection.  Whilst a number of comments suggested specific units and topics to be 
added and dropped, other reflected the potential to allow students some limited 
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choice selection to make the Certificate IV outcome more relevant and purpose 
driven to their own aspirations. 

· External Study Modes - Allow the ability to do some units and/or competencies 
externally, either as on-line modules, paper based, recorded audio/video, or 
interactive video-conferencing.  This appears to be particularly important for 
regional and small RTOs with a large catchment area or small numbers in a 
course.  This will also provide the basis for flexibility in unit choice. 

· Offer both full-time and part-time modes – Plumbing lecturers often noted that 
the current structure of some Certificate IV courses did not always meet the 
needs of students.  At times, this may even reflect a different pace for 
completing the Certificate IV licensing units as compared to the ‘finishing units’ 
for the complete Certificate IV qualification. 

 
Earlier interviews in the project suggested an interest in self paced learning and 
specifically on-line as a means of delivery.  Within this topic we found divergent views.  
The majority of plumbing lecturers felt that self paced delivery and on-line delivery were 
either ‘Very Motivating’ or ‘Somewhat Motivating’ for students to complete their 
Certificate IV qualification. 
 
 
 
 

 
Chart 16 - Certificate IV - a flexible, self pace delivery model? 
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Chart 17 - Certificate IV - theory components on-line? 

 
In fact, those RTOs which only offered licensing units at the Certificate IV level, were 
more inclined to view self-paced learning and on-line delivery as a way to motivate 
students to go on to completion of their Certificate IV.   
 
However, a number of comments suggest that there are challenges in self-paced learning 
and on-line delivery.  Whilst still in the minority, these comments highlight that not all 
tradespeople and students in Certificate IV are comfortable in this delivery mode.  Other 
suggestions, comment that the style of Certificate III delivery does not appropriately 
prepare students for self-paced learning and/or on-line delivery. 

 
‘Most students indicate flexible and on line delivery does not replace face to face 
with an experienced trainer and really is only suitable for a small number of 
highly motivated students’ 

‘We get lots of students from other institutes who only offer it online’ 

 
Although not all students will be attracted to online learning or even distance learning, it 
would appear that some students would be motivated to complete their Certificate IV 
through this mode (58%).  It would also appear that this mode of delivery will be critical 
to meet post-apprenticeship training in: 
 

· remote and regional areas 
· specialist streams that are not available in all States (e.g. Mechanical is not 

offered in SA) 
· professional development needs for all plumbers in the future (e.g. changing 

regulations, etc.) 
 
It would therefore appear prudent to begin developing some IT and on-line experience 
with current apprenticeship training. This skill will: 
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· enhance the flexibility of the Certificate IV training; taken up by over half of all 
plumbing apprentices 

· provide a better capacity for accessing future professional development 
opportunities in plumbing and related services 

 
However, a cautionary note by many stakeholders suggests that IT and on-line learning 
skills at the Certificate III level should be emphasised as a building block for on-line 
learning capability at the higher training level.  It is not intended to supersede the face 
to face training at the Certificate III level that many consider important for practical 
learning and the needs of the student cohort.  Further, the IT skills should not undermine 
or replace in any way the on-the-job component of apprenticeship scheme.     
 
 

RECOMMENDATION 5:   
 
To develop training resources that improve apprentices’ IT skills and on-line 
learning capabilities.  This will provide the underpinning knowledge and capacity 
for post-apprenticeship training that may require some mixed mode delivery.  
Some specialist plumbing training beyond Certificate III is not available in all 
regions or States.  Enhancing apprenticeship training to include more IT skills will 
make some of the specialist training more accessible in the future.  However, it 
must be emphasised that this enhancement is not meant to change the structure 
or importance of on-the-job training component within the apprenticeship 
scheme. 
 

 
 

Improve Marketing / Packaging of Certificate IV Units 
 
At present, most Certificate IV units undertaken are primarily directed towards the 
licensing outcomes and/or chosen by the RTO.  There is very little user choice or 
marketing of outcomes for a completed Certificate IV.   
 
A number of plumbing lecturers suggest that there needs to be more and better 
promotion of the benefits of a complete Certificate IV.  Whilst there may be an argument 
for the ‘qualification’ in its own right (i.e. as identified by surveyed students), it would 
appear that this is a weak argument when it comes down to the final decision – as is 
evidenced by the low completion rate of a complete Certificate IV.   
 
To this end, Certificate IV units required beyond the contractors’ licence should be 
packaged and promoted as to the career paths they enable.  There are examples of this 
being done in a few areas around the country.  This has been done to prepare individuals 
for the diploma courses in design for hydraulics (See Case Study 2 on Skills Tech in the 
Appendix of this report).   
 
However, this does not preclude other packaging themes for these ‘finishing units’ as 
long as they are relevant and valued by current students and tradespeople.  The most 
common theme expressed at forums around the country was business management skills.  
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This was most often directed at the plumbing contractor, but could also reflect 
commercial management for high rise and large commercial projects.   
 
Two critical components of packaging these ‘finishing units’ into meaningful groupings 
will be: 
 

· engaging with employers, and 
· an industry led mapping of career pathways within the plumbing and related 

services  (Note:  See recommendation in Career Path section of this report) 
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RTO Challenges at the Certificate IV Level 
 
Plumbing lecturers and department managers note that there are current challenges in 
delivering at the Certificate IV level.  It should be recognised that some States are 
experiencing a dramatic increase in Certificate IV level units being delivered due to the 
implementation of the national Training Package.  For other States which have always 
had Certificate IV licensing requirements, this is less of an issue.   
 

Staffing Challenges 

In forum discussions around Australia, many RTOs highlighted the staffing difficulties at 
the Certificate IV level and even the Diploma level.  Highest on their list of concerns was 
the lack of AQTF qualified lecturers to deliver training at the Certificate IV level.  Many 
of the current plumbing lecturers received their plumbing registration and/or licensing at 
the Certificate III level during the past when this level of training provided a contractor’s 
licensing outcome.  Even in those States which delivered the Certificate IV level licensing 
units separately from the Certificate III, plumbing lecturers may not have completed 
their Certificate IV in plumbing or related services – as is still the norm today.  This poses 
a barrier for current plumbing lecturers since the AQTF requires them to hold at least the 
level of qualification they are delivering. 
 
Plumbing lecturers were asked about the biggest staffing challenges when delivering at 
the Certificate IV level.  The top four answers were: 
 

1. A viable process to qualify our current teaching staff at the Certificate IV level 
2. Lack of AQTF qualified lecturers to deliver Certificate IV 
3. Staffing availability to deliver at different times to apprenticeship training 
4. Lack of industry experienced teaching staff who can teach at the Certificate IV 

level 
 
Interviews and forum comments suggest that RTOs lack a process to up-skill their current 
plumbing staff to the Certificate IV level and believe that a national solution would be 
more cost effective and preferred.  While all RTOs delivering Certificate IV units consider 
this issue their most important challenge, those RTOs which only deliver Certificate IV 
licensing units (i.e. not the complete Certificate IV) appear to perceive the lack of 
process as even more challenging than RTOs that deliver a complete Certificate IV.  This 
would appear to be an even larger barrier for those RTOs if they were interested in 
offering a complete Certificate IV. 
 

 
RECOMMENDATION 6:  
 
The development of a national up-skilling program to qualify current plumbing 
lecturers at Certificate IV and Diploma level.   
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RTOs delivering Certificate IV units are also challenged to commit enough staff to the 
delivery of Certificate IV units which often need to be delivered in the evening and on 
weekends.  Comments suggest there are two issues at play.  The first, and most 
prevalent, is simply having enough lecturing staff to meet the need to deliver the 
Certificate IV units while at the same time covering the needs of the apprenticeship 
classes.  The second area of need appears to be finding teaching staff willing to 
work/deliver during the evening and on the weekend.   
 

Resource challenges 

 
As mentioned earlier in the report, the first truly national Training Package commenced 
delivery in most States during 2004 or 2005 (i.e. BCP03).  Virtually all RTOs have utilised 
this national Training Package for their apprenticeship training (i.e. Certificate III). The 
development of teaching resources for the Certificate III apprenticeship delivery was 
particularly challenging for the plumbing training industry.  A great deal of coordination 
and collaboration through NPSTAG and the effort of individual teachers and RTOs 
provided the basis of teaching resources which are widely used today across Australia.   
 
It has only been in the last two years that RTOs have had to grapple with development of 
the Certificate IV units within the national Training Package (i.e. originally BCP03 and 
now CPC08).  Although many lecturers acknowledge little difference between BCP03 and 
CPC08, there has been a low take-up of the national Training Package units above 
Certificate III.  Comments made earlier in this report suggest there are challenges in 
meeting State based licensing requirements.  However, these licensing needs have 
already been mapped across to the new national Training Package.   
 
To a larger extent, it appears that the current barriers to national Training Package units 
above Certificate III appear to be lack of teaching resources available to RTOs and the 
perceived lack of time to develop these units.   
 

 
Chart 18 - Biggest resource challenges in delivering at Certificate IV level 
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The ‘lack of in-house knowledge required to design resources’ was rated higher for those 
RTOs that only delivered the licensing units of Certificate IV (i.e. as opposed to the 
complete Certificate IV). 
 
The number of Certificate IV students is much lower when compared to the number of 
Certificate III apprentices. It is estimated by lecturers that approximately 52% of 
apprentices go on to do any Certificate IV units.  This makes it somewhat challenging for 
some RTOs to channel extra resources into development for this level of training.  This 
appears to be particularly the case for many regional RTOs.   
 

Collaboration Challenges 

 
Despite some national success with regards to collaborative resource development at the 
Certificate III level, the notion of collaboration at the higher levels of delivery appears to 
be at risk due to training package differences.   
 
Here, we must acknowledge the good work done by many State based development and 
moderating groups as well as through the National Plumbing Services Teachers Advisory 
Group (NPSTAG). 
 

‘Within the NSW TAFE Plumbing teachers I believe so. Also through resource 
generators and national sites such as NPSTAG which is a great resource and builds 
bridges between other RTOs’ 

‘Victoria collaborates through Plumbing Teachers Moderation Group, which is 
highly functional and collaborates very successfully.’ 

 
Plumbing lecturers have varying views on the current willingness to collaborate in the 
development of teaching resources between RTOs at the Certificate IV level. 
 

 
Chart 19 - Willingness of RTOs to collaborate 
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Despite the perceived lack of resources and the difficulty in allocating adequate time for 
the development of the higher level delivery resources, plumbing lecturers sense a trend 
away from collaborative development.   
 
Plumbing lecturers commented on the reasons for this trend and presented the following 
themes in their responses: 
 

1. Growing contestability between RTOs 
2. Investment in their own development, especially when online development is 

involved 
3. Coordinating the cost of development 
4. Miscellaneous, including ego’s, job security, RTO management culture, etc. 

 
The growing contestability of funding and the culture which develops in such an 
environment has worked against resource collaboration amongst RTOs.  While this has 
always been an undercurrent theme between public and private RTOs, it now appears to 
be more and more prevalent between public RTOs.   
 

‘Possibly contestable funding.’ 

‘Management allowing staff to give/swap resources due to contestability between 
institutes and states’ 

‘To reassure each other we won’t be poaching each other’s businesses’ 

‘Competitive nature of training also inhibits sharing’ 

‘Competitive nature of the industry - this will only increase as funding sources are 
more competitive’ 

‘Each institute believes they are in competition with each other because of some 
online content’ 

‘WA seems to be somewhat in the dark ages when it comes to collaborating in 
development. It's a case of 'this is mine and you can’t have it', representatives of 
colleges seem to only bring their poker face along when it comes down to 
resource sharing, developing etc.’ 

 
Additionally, with the passing of time, each RTO has ventured into their own 
development of resources to varying levels of depth and success.  Here we simply reflect 
the comments from plumbing lecturers; although some RTOs have developed resources, 
they are still ‘a work in progress’, ‘need a great deal of work’ and even at times are, 
‘barely adequate’.   
 
On a more positive note, the higher level courses very often lend themselves to some 
component of on-line delivery, due to a higher theory content for some subject matter.  
This has been the path taken by some RTOs in developing units above Certificate III.  
However, at this point in time, no one RTO has reported a complete program or 
development of on-line resources – primarily due to time and funding challenges.  
Despite these positive activities, it appears that those who have invested in on-line 
development are even more disinclined to share resources due to intellectual property 
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issues and the lack of a nationally agreed platform to develop and share on-line teaching 
resources for higher level plumbing training. 
 

‘Some states are very willing to share their work. However it becomes a little 
political when an RTO has invested a lot of $ into development of online courses 
etc. There is an expectation that there will be some sought of remuneration for 
their efforts’ 

‘Online courses offer other challenges as it provides opportunities for students to 
study in courses offered by other states which may put significant pressure on 
smaller or remote RTOs’ 

‘Larger RTOs with more resources available ( staff, money, time ) do the majority 
of the resource development and often appear to resent sharing their hard work 
with others who may appear unwilling to put in work to assist. Often lack of 
experience, time and resources are the reasons for lack of support.’ 

  
It would appear that the opportunity to collaborate across RTOs nationally is slipping by.  
Despite successes in developing resources at the Certificate III level, there appears to be 
less activity at the higher level courses.   
 

‘Lead institutes or government bodies don’t enforce development of resources 
and the sharing of them throughout the state’ 

 
 
This will put undue pressure on a number of smaller RTOs and especially those in regional 
areas.  Ultimately, this will present a barrier to plumbers’ access to higher level units 
and ongoing professional development. 
 
 

RECOMMENDATION 7 
 
That NPSTAG or other capable organisations seek funding to bring together 
interested RTOs to develop on-line learning material for selected Certificate IV 
units and Diploma level courses to build a consistent framework to deliver higher 
level plumbing training to all States and under serviced areas.  This material 
should supplement units which are already available for use. 
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Diploma 
 
Current Diploma level training in the plumbing and related services is currently servicing 
the design and consulting sector with very little take-up in the Plumbing Stream.  Some 
of the specialist streams allow for ‘sideways entry’, whilst others require the Certificate 
IV in Plumbing and Services – Operations stream.   
  
Whilst not all tradespeople or plumbing contractors may aspire to Diploma level training, 
it is important to properly target this training to industry needs.  In addition to meeting 
industry needs, it is important that the supporting training regime provide connecting 
pathways for industry participants to progress throughout their career, if they so choose.  
Gaps in the different levels of training can provide barriers that block future training 
opportunities. 
 
 

Drivers 

 
Current Apprentices are certainly open to the idea of going on to do a Diploma in 
Plumbing or related service at an early stage of their training. However, 25% of current 
apprentices (i.e. those enrolled in Certificate III) feel they don’t know enough about the 
Diploma level courses to offer an opinion.   
 
 

 
Chart 20 - Interest in doing a Diploma? 

 
Comments from current apprentices back this up with more questions than informed 
decisions: 
 

‘Not sure what you can do.’ 

‘...have not heard about it’ 

‘Haven't been told what you get out of it.’ 

 

11%

33%
21%

10%

25%

Very Interested Somewhat 
interested

Not very interested Not at all Don't know 
anything about it

Do you have any interest in doing a Diploma 
in Plumbing Services?
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Most comments from interested apprentices centre around two themes: the benefit of a 
higher education generally or specific career paths. 
 

‘Every bit of extra study you complete increases your chances of higher 
employment’ 

‘Increase my knowledge.’ 

‘Become better plumber.’ 

‘To further my knowledge in the industry.’ 

‘Increased knowledge thus increased pay’ 

‘More opportunity possibly in the future – can become a designer’ 

‘Because I would like to become a Hydraulic Engineer.’ 

‘To be a hydraulic consultant.’ 

 
Other comments clearly linked a higher qualification to higher pay and/or ‘higher’ 
positions, in the minds of apprentices. 
 
Current Diploma students in plumbing and/or related services reflect similar themes on 
why they had decided to take up their Diploma studies.  Although there were fewer 
Diploma student surveys, they reflected the following reasons for taking up the Diploma: 
 

· To improve or further their career options  
· Advance in their current employment 

 
A few of the comments from Diploma students were specific to specialist streams (e.g. 
hydraulics and mechanical) and their interest in promotion or progression within these 
fields.   
 
Plumbing lecturers involved in delivering Diploma units concur with the above drivers and 
feel that Diploma students primarily take up a Diploma for the following reasons: 
 

· Improve their career opportunities 
· For self improvement 
· Compulsory course for their role 

 

Diploma Student Profile 

Current plumbing lecturers involved with Diploma courses for plumbing and related 
services believe that students who tend to do well at the diploma level are self 
motivated and quite often ‘mature aged’.   
 
Current Diploma students also reflect these views, commenting that those who do well 
are ‘the type who study’, attend class and participate actively.  However, comments 
from current Diploma students went further than simple attributes.  A number of 
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comments reflected the importance of the workplace experience.  Responses on what 
kind of person does well in the Diploma included: 
 

‘Those who work in the office as a consultant are familiar with rules and 
regulations, similar to the current course’ 

 ‘...one with a plumbing background’ 

‘Students that are currently in a design office’ 

 
Although the current Diploma courses are directed towards design in a specific stream 
with sideways entry options, many of the current students do have previous work 
experience in plumbing.  In fact, 61.5% of surveyed Diploma students have plumbing work 
experience. 
 
 

What previous full-time work experience do you 
have? 

None 15.4% 
Plumber 61.5% 
Construction 7.7% 
Other (please specify) 15.4% 

Table 8 - Previous work experience of Diploma students 

 
Of those who have experience in plumbing, roughly half have their contractor’s license.  
 
Current Diploma students suggest that what they enjoy most about the course is: 
 

· Learning new things every day, and  
· Learning things that are useful at work 

 
Once again, the importance of practical and applicable use of training appears to be an 
important link to the enjoyments and satisfaction of current students. 
 
 

Barriers 

The barriers for the Diploma courses follow similar themes to the Certificate IV.  The 
uppermost challenge for students at all levels appears to be finding the time to study.  
This major challenge is then most often followed by concerns with the cost of the course, 
the difficulty of the units and finding a college.  This last item certainly appears to be a 
much larger issue than at the Certificate IV level, simply by virtue of the low number of 
RTOs that are delivering Diploma level courses.   
 
Current apprentices and Certificate IV plumbing students consider the following 
challenges in deciding whether to do the Diploma level for plumbing and/or related 
services (e.g. Mechanical, Hydraulics, etc.) 
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Chart 21 - Challenges when considering a Diploma 

 
For current Diploma students, the primary challenges centre on the challenge of time 
and finding a college that is close enough which delivers the Diploma course. 
 

 
Chart 22 - Challenges in undertaking a Diploma 
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Keeping up with my studies while working

Biggest Challenges in the Diploma Course
Current Diploma Students
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Finding an RTO 
 
Finding an RTO that delivers the Diploma courses appears to be a significant barrier to 
many students.  Whilst many apprentices and Certificate IV students may strongly 
consider a Diploma course, their awareness of where they might attend or even which 
RTOs offer the Diploma (i.e. by distance or otherwise) is very low.   
 
Survey results indicate that 83% of all apprentices do not know of any college or training 
organisation that offers a Diploma level plumbing qualification.  Whilst this awareness 
level improves somewhat for those enrolled in Certificate IV level training, even for this 
group, just over half do not know of any RTO that offers a Diploma level plumbing 
qualification (i.e. 54%). 
 
Not all States currently offer Diploma level courses, which makes finding an RTO even 
more challenging for potential students in those States.  This lack of information is a 
major barrier to Diploma level training for plumbers.  A national source of information 
becomes important in this context, especially for specialist streams.  Whilst NTIS 
provides information on which RTOs have particular qualifications on their Scope of 
Registration, it does necessarily mean that they are actually delivering these courses. 
 

 
RECOMMENDATION 8:  
 
Development of a national registry of higher level plumbing courses, with 
information on structure, cost and access. This registry should be developed 
through CPSISC in cooperation with Plumbing Associations, NPSTAG and private 
RTOs.   
 

CPSISC recently launched their on-line resource centre in July 2009.  It is a work in 
progress and there appears to be an interest in developing the capacity to provide some 
form of national registry in the future. 

Where Does this Lead? 
 
Plumbing Lecturers feel that the main barriers for the Diploma level course is the current 
lack of industry demand and the lack of career pathways beyond the contractor’s license.  
Plumbing lecturers rated the major barriers in this order: 
 

1 Employers are not demanding this qualification 

2 Limited job opportunities within regional country areas for this qualification 

3 Pathways stop at plumbing licenses for most plumbers 

4 Lack of defined pathways 

5 The demand for design and consultancy training is limited 

Table 9 - Major barriers to uptake of Diploma 
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Whilst current apprentices and Certificate IV plumbing students are willing to consider 
the Diploma level course, much of the industry and many RTOs appear limited in their 
ability to highlight potential careers and promote education pathways for registered 
tradespeople and plumbing contractors.  Although many of the Diploma level courses 
currently focus on the design specialist, the attempts to target tradespeople to entry 
level design positions has not met with much success.  Diploma courses outside of the 
design fields have also failed to attract students.  Limited understanding of career paths 
is partly to blame.  However, equally lacking is a training system that appropriately links 
training qualifications to encourage pathways between Australian Qualification 
Framework (AQF) Level 4-6 VET training and into the Higher Education sector.  A plumber 
who would like to do Engineering work in the future should not have to start each level 
anew alongside sideways entry students.  If we truly value the practical learning and 
knowledge gained at each level of training, we must work to develop training pathways 
that are more streamlined and connected. 
 
Potential students and industry need a strong connection between training needs and 
practical roles and career pathways.  This is not always evident or clearly articulated 
within the training regime at present. However, anecdotal evidence would suggest that 
whilst RTOs wait for industry to articulate the training needs, and industry complains 
about the lack of relevant training, a number of industry dynamics are taking place: 
  

· Many tradespeople and licensed contractors leave the trade without options to 
transition into other plumbing related career paths 

· Engineering fields often take up some of the higher level technical plumbing 
consulting due to lack of effective career and training pathways for plumbers 

· Young apprentices who are interested in higher learning (notwithstanding the 
barriers of cost, time and access) are unaware of the pathways and outcomes 
possible with post-apprenticeship learning. 

 
 

RECOMMENDATION 9: 
 
CPSISC, industry associations, the VET sector and the Higher Education sector to 
work together to develop education/training pathways which are relevant to the 
industry and encourage ongoing development of industry members. 
 

Teaching Resources 
 
Interviews and survey comments also suggest that plumbing lecturers at the Diploma 
level are challenged with the lack of quality teaching resources and the time and effort 
to develop the units at the Diploma level.  With smaller class sizes, fewer Diploma level 
qualified instructors and a lack of national consistency in the training packages used at 
this level, this means that development occurs at individual RTOs and often with one or 
two plumbing lecturers.   
 
Due to the nature of higher level education along with the barriers to access mentioned 
earlier, the development of the Diploma units tend not to attract a great deal of 
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development funding.  This appears to place a great impost on those lecturers developing 
teaching resources at this level.   
 
Students reflect these challenges but are less forgiving – often due to the commercial 
cost and value expectations. 
 

‘Teachers with poor lesson planning’ 

‘No organisation/notes during the course. Teachers are not prepared for class at 
times. They have no resources ...’ 

‘...disorganisation of course at the moment.  Some people enrolled that are never 
going to pass.’ 

 
With the need for interstate delivery and access challenges for specialist Diplomas, the 
development of quality teaching resources becomes critical beyond State borders.  
Access to Diploma level training for plumbers will continue to be a severe barrier unless 
appropriate resources are developed that reach out to under serviced regions.  This is 
especially the case for specialist sectors of the trade. 
 
 
 

RECOMMENDATION 10:   
 
Funding to be sought to undertake a project to coordinate and develop Diploma 
level resources that can be accessed around Australia. 
 

 

Competition & Coordination 

 
Those plumbing lecturers involved in the delivery of Diploma level training emphasise the 
importance of a nationally consistent training package at the Diploma level – which is 
consistent with views at other levels of training. Although small in numbers, every 
plumbing lecturer involved in Diploma level training suggested that it was either ‘Very 
Important’ or ‘Somewhat Important’ to have a nationally consistent training program.  
Comments reflect the importance of this issue for firms that work across State borders in 
the plumbing and related services industry. 
 
Inevitably, there are challenges in delivering courses to limited numbers of students.  
Where RTOs are delivering Diploma level courses in face-to-face mode, it is challenging 
at times, to attract sufficient numbers of students for a ‘class’.  Even where there are 
examples of distance learning at the Diploma level, there are still challenges in 
promoting and attracting sufficient numbers.   
 
By virtue of the limited demand, it is obvious that not every RTO delivering Plumbing 
Apprenticeship training will offer Diploma level courses.  However, in order to meet the 
need for Diploma level training, an important question to answer is whether this offering 
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should be coordinated from a geographical point of delivery or simply let market forces 
(i.e. competition between RTOs) decide where Diploma courses are offered.   
 
Responses from RTO lecturers were somewhat divided on this question: 
 

 
Chart 23 - Should the contestable market decide Diploma delivery? 

 
 
Although 44% of surveyed plumbing lecturers who offered their view (i.e. 56 in total), 
tended to agree with letting competition decide which RTOs should deliver the Diploma 
courses, the majority of additional written comments reflected the concerns of those 
who were undecided or tended to disagree. 
 
Their concerns tended to focus on the need to cater to all needs, including specialist 
needs.  Some believed that ‘...if we only offer what is popular we limit the industry's 
ability to move forward.’ There was also concern that the competitive market forces may 
lead to poor quality and substandard delivery due to focus primarily on lower costs. 
 
Some plumbing lecturers suggest that there needs to be a national standard and/or 
nationally consistent training program before any coordination can occur, suggesting that 
there will be a strong likelihood of inter-State training at this level in the future. 
 
Other plumbing lecturers suggest rather than market forces deciding the matter, only the 
RTOs most experienced and prepared for delivery at this level should be promoted.   
 

  

44%

29% 27%

Tend to agree Undecided Tend to Disagree

"Since there is a limited market for Diploma 
courses, it is best to let the contestable 

market decide which RTOs should deliver at 
this level."
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Design and Consulting 
 
As new products continue to be introduced into the industry and regulatory requirements 
become more complex and prescriptive, the design and consulting sector of the plumbing 
industry is taking on more responsibility.  This section examines a number of issues 
relating to this sector. 
 

Pathways to Design and Consulting 

Through the individual interviews conducted with a range of industry stakeholders, views 
were canvassed with regard to the various existing pathways into the design field.  This 
discussion has occurred during a time when the industry is working towards a number of 
design specific qualifications which allows ‘sideways’ entry into the design sector.   
 
Today, it seems that the most likely path into becoming a design consultant is to work in 
a design office and to gain experience through skills such as drafting, CAD software use, 
specification writing, customer management, coordinating with other design specialists, 
etc.  In many States, having worked under the supervision of an experienced design 
consultant, the new entrant will also be required to undertake some form of advanced 
training, such as the Diploma of Plumbing Engineering currently offered by Skills Tech in 
Queensland. 
 
 

Challenges in Attracting Students to Design and Consulting 

 
As will be discussed later in this report, the various specialist streams have all reported 
shortages of design consultants in their fields.  In trying to address this issue, it is 
important to understand the challenges being faced by the industry in trying to attract 
new entrants to the field. 
 
Some of the strategies currently being used include: 
 

‘For fire, we have taken people in from other areas and then re-educated them 
about fire’ 

‘The majority [in hydraulics] might have been coming internal in the company, 
but not necessarily with the trade background.  I know with some of the larger 
companies in particular, they would select the person who had an aptitude, 
send them out to work in the field with people for a time to become familiar 
with the work’  

 
A number of challenges were identified with regard to attracting people into the design 
field including lack of defined qualification requirements and the lower pay for specialist 
designers compared to the tradesperson.  One interviewee identified that there were no 
clearly defined pathways which are well recognised within the industry.   
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Anecdotal evidence would indicate that, in the past, the traditional path into design has 
been through the trade itself, with tradespeople taking up those positions.  It appears 
that this is no longer the case.  Comments from a number of interviewees indicate that 
remuneration is the main issue in this having occurred. 
 

‘Lots of inadequacies and challenges for attracting decent calibre designers and 
plumbers.  Recently they have had problems attracting plumbers into the field 
– they don’t pay enough. At the moment a plumber is making quite good money 
and then they come into a design office. They quite often have to take a drop 
in wages.  In fact a couple came into this office, came in off the tools, lasted a 
year and decided to go back on the tools as they could make more money’ 

 
The training pathway was also seen as a problem by some respondents. 
 

‘Yes we still have a pool, but the difficulty we have is the promotions from our 
perspective.  If you want to be an apprentice plumber, you can go to a TAFE 
but to be a trainee draftsperson you have to be employed in the industry first 
then you get put through the course. Bit of a catch 22 unfortunately’ 

 
 

Experience in Design Office versus Practical Trade Experience 

There were varying perceptions with regard to those who enter the design sector from 
outside the industry.  According to some, the trade background is critical in really 
understanding how to design correctly.  Others believed that this was not an issue, and 
that those coming in from a drafting background brought their own important skills to the 
work. 
 

‘Having been in the field of working with those guys, I find they produce a high 
quality of work. On a personal level, I have never had any trouble, always keen, 
there because they want to be there and they usually do an excellent job. 
Interesting. I have seen plans that have come in from designers with a trade 
background which have been wrong as well, so it can go both ways’  

 
 

Experience in a design office 
 
Employers were asked for their opinions as to the importance of having experience 
working in a design office for those who intend to become design consultants.  As can be 
seen below, 95% indicated that it was either Very Important or Somewhat Important. 
 

Very 
important 

Somewhat 
important 

Somewhat 
Unimportant 

Very 
Unimportant 

68% 28% 1% 5% 

Table 10 - Importance of having design office experience 



 

63 | P a g e  
 

 
No differences were discerned in responses from State of origin, commercial versus 
residential or years of experience.  Similar response ratings were also identified across 
the various design streams themselves. 
 
 
 

 
Chart 24 - Importance of having design office experience x stream 

 
 
According to one interviewee, ‘they should not be excluded because they have never dug 
trenches’.  Another commented:  
 

‘If someone is inclined towards design they will be good designers. Simple as 
that. No mystery in plumbing. If someone is practical they may make a very 
good designer, because they will have an appreciation of things.  But if you 
want someone who can design you will get as good a designer out of someone 
that wasn’t a plumber as anywhere else.  To lock out an entire employment 
area because of petty jealousies is a bit futile’   

 
 
 

Practical trade experience 
 
As well as asking about the importance of design office experience, employers were 
asked to comment on how important it is to have practical trade experience when 
working in the design field.  As can be seen from the table below, this was seen as having 
slightly less importance than the design office experience, with 59% of respondents 
believing it was very important compared to 68% who felt that design office experience 
was very important. 
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Very 
important 

Somewhat 
important 

Somewhat 
UNimportant 

Very 
UNimportant 

59% 31% 7% 3% 

Table 11 - Importance of practical experience 

 
As with the preceding section, no differences were noted based on State of origin, 
commercial versus residential or years of experience.  Interestingly, although only 59% 
employers across the industry felt that trade experience was very important, 68% of 
those from the mechanical field believed that it was.   
 
 

 
Chart 25 - Importance of practical experience x stream 

 
Whilst there has been a great deal of discussion about the importance of trade skills in 
the design field, one interviewee commented that plumbers were at a disadvantage by 
not having the technical design skills which are needed in this field. 
 

‘The biggest challenge at the moment is to be technically savvy in using the 
design and tools to actually draw and design to the level they are doing at 
moment.  That is the plumber barrier.  Plumbers say they are not that good at 
CAD and not that good on the computer, but you want me to go into a design 
office.  I could not do that, that is the gap.  Knowledge of CAD and doing it to 
that level’ 

 
RECOMMENDATION 11: 
 
RTOs to develop short ‘bridging’ training programs which will assist those 
tradespeople interested in moving into the design areas.  These programs could 
include development areas such as CAD drawing, advanced computer skills, 
drafting, etc. 
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National Registration and Training Consistency 

Anecdotal evidence would indicate that, as with the trade sectors of the industry, there 
is also some inconsistency with how the design process is regulated and trained.  
According to one interviewee, ‘In some states you have to be a professional engineer, 
and in others you don’t have to be an engineer but you have to hold a relevant 
qualification from the relevant building authority’.  Another interviewee discussed the 
different State based factors which impact on design, ‘A consultant in northern 
Queensland has to know about cyclonic areas; Alpine builds differently to other areas’. 
 
Apart from the necessity to understand these types of differences, there has been 
extensive agreement that there should be work done to bring some national consistency 
to the design field, as is being done by COAG in the plumbing trade areas.   
 
Employers from across the plumbing industry were asked how important it is to have 
national consistency in how design consultants are trained.  As can be seen from the 
table below, there was an overwhelming feeling that this needs to occur. 
 
 

Very 
important 

Somewhat 
important 

Somewhat 
UNimportant 

Very 
UNimportant 

73% 23% 2% 2% 

Table 12 - How important is national consistency in training? 

 
In examining the data, the responses were consistent across States, Commercial versus 
Residential plumbers, and relating to the number of years experience of the respondent. 
 
The responses from the various design streams of the industry also demonstrate that 
there is widespread agreement from all sectors of the design area that national 
consistency in training is an important issue. 
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Chart 26 - How important is national consistency in training x stream 

 
 

RECOMMENDATION 12: 
 
That the various industry associations representing the specialist streams work 
with the CPSISC, and Federal and State Governments to develop a consistent 
national registration system for design consultants.  This registration system 
should include the minimum national qualification required by a registered 
design consultant working in a particular stream. 
 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION 13: 
 
That the various industry associations representing the specialist streams work 
with the CPSISC and NPSTAG to develop a consistent national training process for 
delivering the national qualification required by a registered design consultant 
working in a particular stream.   
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Continuing Professional Development 
 
The concept of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) is not new to the plumbing 
industry, but in discussing the concept it is important to define what is actually meant by 
the term.   
 
‘Continuing professional development (CPD) refers to study (that may accumulate to 
whole programmes with awards) designed to upgrade knowledge and skills of 
practitioners in the professions.  Continuing professional development (CPD) may include 
named awards or just be certification of specific skill or knowledge development. For 
example, certifying that a professional, whose area of work is affected by a change in 
the law, is up-to-date with the changes’15.   
 
As can be seen by this definition, CPD relates not only to the successful completion of 
accredited qualifications, but also incorporates short, industry specific training and 
development activities. 
 

CPD and the professions 

 
CPD has been a requirement for many professions for a number of years.  For 
example, for an engineer: 

 
‘CPD Activities are to extend or update a practitioner's knowledge, skill or 
judgement in their area of or areas of practice and enable them to:  

 
· maintain technical competence; 
· retain and enhance their effectiveness in the workplace; 
· be able to help, influence and lead others by example;  
· successfully deal with changes in their career; and 
· better serve the community 

 
A practitioner's CPD records must document a minimum of 150 hours of 
structured CPD over a three-year period.  For all practitioners, of the 150 
hours:  

 
· at least 50 hours must relate to the practitioner's area(s) of practice; 
· at least 10 hours must cover risk management;  
· at least 15 hours must address business and management skills; and 
· the remainder must cover a range of activities relevant to the 

practitioner's career & interests. 
 

                                                
 
15 http://www.qualityresearchinternational.com/glossary/cpd.htm 
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For engineering academics and teachers; in addition to the 150 hours, 
practitioners must demonstrate at least 40 hours industry involvement in any 
three-year period16.  

 
For a Chartered Accountant: 
 

‘One of the most important obligations of CPA Australia members is the 
requirement to maintain professional standards. Upon renewing membership 
each year members are required to declare their ongoing compliance with the 
CPA Constitution, By Laws and minimum CPD Requirements.   
 
You have a professional obligation to yourself, to your employer and to the 
community to plan and participate in a continuing education program, tailored 
to meet your own needs.  These obligations have mandatory compliance for all 
members, regardless of industry or position held.   
 
The underlying principal of CPD is that it should contribute to improving your 
ability to undertake your job by extending your knowledge and skills. It is 
additional to the normal requirements of your employment and aims to ensure 
that you are up to date, providing you with a competitive advantage in your 
area.   
 
CPD Activities are offered by professional bodies, educational institutions or by 
in-house training from your employer.  You may also elect to undertake a home 
study course or develop your own structured program of study.   
 
CPD requirements include 120 hours of CPD in each triennium with at least 20 
hours to be undertaken in each year.  Members are required to achieve a 
minimum of 120 hours (at least 90 hours of formal development plus up to 30 
hours of structured relevant reading over the triennium. The reading 
component can contribute up to 10 hours of the 20 hour minimum requirement 
per annum)’17. 

 
 

Importance of Continuing Professional Development 

The subject of CPD was canvassed with project participants through the forums, surveys 
and individual interviews, and this section of the report examines the views expressed by 
those individuals. 
 
Employer survey respondents were asked a number of questions relating to the topic of 
CPD.  Interestingly enough, the vast majority are in favour of some form of CPD process, 
with only 10% believing that on-the-job training was sufficient. 
 

                                                
 
16 http://www.engineersaustralia.org.au/education/continuing-professional-development/requirements/requirements_home.cfm 
17 http://www.cpaaustralia.com.au/cps/rde/xbcr/SID-3F57FECB-
219926D8/cpa/120776_My_CPD_Commitment_Brochure_WEB220409.pdf 
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In determining how CPD should best be delivered, however, it is considered important 
that the training be relevant.  As stated by one respondent: 
 

‘I would not be opposed to a properly administrated CPD system but, I do not 
support training companies passing everyone and points being given for 
attending trade BBQ's’ 

 
There was also a feeling that the industry itself had to embrace the CPD concept and 
practice: 
 

‘I have undertaken many years of training and indeed am actively involved in 
the delivery of training of a diploma and Certificate IV level, this was because I 
wanted to and had the opportunity and the drive to undertake as many courses 
as I could, just because I was interested. There is definitely a lack of a career 
path after you are licensed. If plumbers themselves don't care about the 
industry, why should anybody care.  It's not the training that I feel is 
importance rather the enthusiasm of the industry to value its own skills and 
knowledge. We are our own worst enemy’ 

‘CPD is number one!  Too many professionals stop learning as they feel that 
they know enough to do the job’ 

 
When asked how important CPD was to the industry, 60% of survey respondents felt that 
it was extremely important and another 20% felt that it was somewhat important.   
 
 

 
Chart 27 - How important is CPD to the industry? 

 
There was no discernible difference between the importance placed on CPD by the 
commercial and residential sectors of the industry.  This is an encouraging point 
insomuch as busy residential contractors are challenged with the many facets of running 
a small business. 
 
Length of time working in the trade did not correlate to different responses.  This means 
that those who have been working in the trade for an extensive period of time still see 
the importance of some form of CPD process, and this is a healthy culture for the trade. 
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There were some differences between those working as tradespersons and those working 
in the design sector, with 77.3% of tradespersons identifying CPD as extremely important 
compared to 52.2% of design consultants.  This may be due to the extent of new products 
and technologies being introduced into the trade areas, and the breadth of knowledge 
that a general plumber must have about what is happening in the industry. 
 
 

 
Chart 28 - Importance of CPD - tradesperson vs. design consultant 

 
There were also some minor differences between sole trader tradespersons and those 
who are employing other tradespersons, with 86.9% of sole traders believing that CPD 
was extremely important or somewhat important compared to 76% of those who employ 
staff. 
 
 

 
Chart 29 - Importance of CPD - sole trader vs. employer 
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The table below shows the response rates of different trade sectors who chose 4 or 5 
(i.e. extremely important or somewhat important).  As can be seen, all sectors of the 
industry have similar views about the importance of CPD to the industry. 
 
 

General Plumbing  
Roof 

Plumbing Mechanical 
Gas 

Services Drainage 
Fire 

Services 

79.9% 74.6% 70.0% 79.3% 76.3% 73.3% 

Table 13 - Importance of CPD x stream 

 

Specific CPD Activities 

 
Through the survey, employers were asked to comment on the likely demand for a 
number of specific types of CPD activities. 
 
 

 
Chart 30 - Specific CPD activities 

 
As can be seen, there is significant demand for training in a number of different areas, 
with almost 70% identifying maintaining currency with standards and over 60% identifying 
changes to local regulations as important.  CPD which relates to new technologies, 
particularly ‘green’ technologies, is also identified as important, with between 60% and 
70% of respondents selecting these items. 
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Training Needs After Completing Apprenticeship 

Employers were then given the opportunity to discuss professional development needs for 
themselves in particular and the industry more generally.  In doing this, they were 
initially asked to identify training that would have been useful to them after having 
completed their apprenticeship, but which was not available at that time. 
 
 

Training which would have been useful after having completed the 
apprenticeship 

1  Business Management       39% 

2  None.  It was always available if you looked for it    29% 

3 Training in Trade Areas    22% 

4  Refresher Courses / Product Updates      9% 

Table 14 - Training needs post-apprenticeship 

 
 

Business Management       
 
39% felt that business related training was a significant gap for them.  This accords with 
the view expressed by those attending the forums and the individual interviews, that 
business skills are a vital component of the successful plumbing practice. 
 
The types of skills which were identified as required included bookkeeping, estimating, 
customer handling, basic accounting, quoting jobs, training staff, good communication 
skills, contract law, sales and marketing, how to format letters, and even filing. 
 
Comments included: 
 

‘Fair dinkum plumbing based small business management, including Tax, 
Workcare, etc’ 

‘Wish I had completed a management course before running lots of contractors’ 

‘Business management - Business management – Business management......(and 
maybe spelling)’ 

‘Business management is the most important part.  Being a good tradesman 
does not make you a businessman’ 

‘Business training.  I was lucky because at 22 years old the company I worked 
for put me in the office’ 

‘Dealing with customers, but that comes with time. Maybe a course on dealing 
with difficult customers.  What to look out for, how to make sure you get your 
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money and just on how to treat your customer to make sure that you leave 
them a happy one’ 

‘How to run a small business better than just how a book tells you to.  Learn 
from people who have made it’ 

 

Training in Trade Areas    
 
22% of employers surveyed identified the need for specific advanced trade skills.   
 

‘Had [advanced trade skills] been available I would not have made many 
mistakes that I have due to insufficient or incorrect training. As is the case with 
many of us in this industry I have had to learn many of these things by trial and 
error.  All [of these skills] are in fact areas of knowledge that are in fact a must 
for someone who intends running their own business in commercial plumbing 
contracting or design. This fact has and will always be the case.  LPO has 
always been messy. I was the first group to do advanced LPO and (A92) and 
then they changed the qualification again’ 

‘Waterproofing of bathrooms etc and classes/courses designed for the trades 
(this could be combined with the electrical and building training schemes)’ 

‘Training in areas I did not have experience in as an apprentice, working mainly 
in maintenance i.e Highrise plumbing commercial mechanical services’ 

‘Electrical to repair heating systems & gas heater & gas hot water services 
Rinnai etc’ 

 
 

Other skills which were identified in this area included pipe location technology, pool 
services, confined space training, advanced gas appliance repair and maintenance, and 
solar systems. 
 
 

Refresher Courses / Product Updates      
 
9% of survey respondents believed that it was important to refresh on existing skills and 
to attend short product updates.  According to one respondent, ‘Ongoing training is the 
only way to keep your knowledge up to date’. 
 
Other comments included: 
 

‘Products, procedures and requirements are always evolving and therefore 
require an integrated approach to keep the industry informed and current’ 

‘More industry nights by Local Authorities; Government (Gas) departments and 
QBSA’ 

‘It is sometimes difficult to keep track of all of the changes to AS 3500 code, 
and perhaps Plumbing Code refresher/update courses would be beneficial.  
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Only in recent years with so many changes and compliance possibly training in 
legal issues that relate to our plumbing industry which is wide open’ 

 
Establishing a CPD culture which encourages plumbers to return for refresher training 
was also identified as important by those who attended the forums.  According to one 
group: 
  

‘You need to keep options open for people to come back in and refresh.  If 
you’ve been in the industry for a while and been “hiding out”, you need to 
have these trade shows and information nights so that they can start picking up 
their game, and then start picking up the business skills’ 

 
 

None.   It was always available if you looked for it    
 
29% of employers surveyed felt that they had not encountered any problems in accessing 
useful training after they had finished their apprenticeships.  Many felt that it was not so 
much the lack of available training that was the problem, but rather the self-drive to 
take up those training opportunities, which was the issue, whilst others felt that their on-
the-job training had been sufficient. 
 

‘Most training is available but the will power to put in the extra effort is 
sometimes lacking’ 

‘Like most plumbers, most of my learning has been on the job and using my 
head to work out solutions to difficult assignments so formal training may not 
have been useful’ 

‘No, I was probably too busy working and once leaving school didn't want to go 
back unless I really had a need’ 

‘From my experience the best training is working on the tools’ 

 
 
 

Training Needs 3-5 Years after Registration 

 
All project participants were asked to identify the training needs of plumbers who had 
been working as registered plumbers for three to five years.  According to one survey 
respondent: 
 

‘This is the best time to do post trade training, ie Certificate IV or whatever 
training requirements are needed to attain an Advanced/Tradesman's license.  
Completing Certificate IV straight after a Certificate III is NOT a good pathway. 
Plumbers need to consolidate their skills and knowledge before becoming a 
contractor.  It is a bit like a doctor launching into specialist training at the end 
of their doctor training - it is too soon!’ 
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A number of development areas were identified for those who have been in the 
workforce for three to five years.  Responses included: 
 
 

Development Needs 3-5 years after completion of apprenticeship 

1 Updated training on new legislation / practices 45% 

2 Non-plumbing training 20% 

3 Specific Specialist Trade Training 19% 

4 Nothing - on the job training is enough 10% 

5 Time Frame Testing 5% 

Table 15 - Training needs 3-5 years after registration 

 

Updated training on new legislation / practices     

45% of survey respondents identified that it was critical for plumbers to remain up to 
date with regard to changes in legislation and industry practices.  This included changes 
in Occupational Health and Safety legislation as well as changes to standards such as 
AS1596, AS5601 and AS/NZS3500.  New products and technology were also identified as 
areas which require the ongoing development of industry practitioners. 
 
Comments included: 
 

‘If a new set of regulations are put out or standards are printed, there should 
be sufficient time and information available to plumbers to let them know of 
changes. This does not currently happen and plumbers aren't aware of changes 
made’ 

 ‘A refresher course on new developments and Govt laws and tax issues, eg. 
when I went to Tech there were no rainwater tanks allowed in suburban 
houses’ 

 

Non plumbing training    
 
In examining the content of the Certificate III plumbing related programs, it can be seen 
that they primarily focus on the trade related skills necessary to operate as a registered 
plumber.  This means, however, that many of them have had little or no exposure to the 
more generic skills necessary for managing jobs. 
 
20% of survey respondents felt that there was a need for more generalist training for 
plumbers who had been working in the industry for three to five years.  As was identified 
for plumbers who have just completed their apprenticeships, of particular concern to 
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many was the need for business training, as well as a range of technical skills, including 
estimating, scheduling and project management.  
 
According to one respondent, many plumbers ‘don’t even understand the front of the 
contract where payment is mentioned’. This view was also reflected in forums and the 
individual interviews, where business skills were identified as a major development gap.  
One respondent commented that this should not be limited to just licensed plumbers, but 
that a registered plumber should also understand how a business operates.  Areas such as 
basic bookkeeping, staff supervision, marketing, customer service, computer skills, 
finance and legal knowledge, and time management were identified as important skills.  
One survey respondent expressed the opinion that 90% of the plumbers he knows are 
lacking in these areas. 
 
With regard to development needs such as staff supervision and training, it appears that 
some parts of the industry are already delivering this training.  According to a participant 
in an individual interview: 
 

‘We have a supervisor course that is called a pre-supervision program. It is 
probably aimed at people who are just post trade. Basic leadership skills, 
managing your time, being a training supervisor for apprentices, negotiation 
skills, that gives them a small level of personal development’ 

 
This concern about the lack of business skills was also reflected by a number of 
stakeholders who participated in individual interviews.  According to one interviewee: 
 

‘Well yes, once they start running a business and haven’t got business training 
we find that they can’t handle the money side or the business component side 
of running a business.  These guys are being called subcontractors but are not 
running a business as such.  It is just a way of getting around having to pay 
them holidays, leave loading, sick leave all those types of things.  If that is the 
case, they are not really running a business until something goes wrong, or 
somebody doesn’t pay them.  Then they find that they are a sole trader and in 
financial strife as a sole trader.  They don’t know what a sole trader is, those 
types of requirements and Corporate Affairs Act are all way over their head and 
by then it’s too late.  They are going bankrupt with all sorts of problems’ 

 
This same respondent also reflected on the fact that when, at one stage, business 
training was offered for no cost to sole trader plumbers, none of them took up the offer.  
Given the prevalence of this type of business operation in the plumbing industry, he felt 
that this has become a major issue. 
 

‘Well then, you start getting into how the structure of how a business is set up 
in NSW.  I think the subcontractor set up suits many people in the building 
industry these days. Why give me business capacity … well instead of me 
employing you, and giving you benefits - 9% super, sick leave, holidays, taking 
the brunt of the fact that your bad work is my responsibility, any accidents are 
my responsibility, it becomes too easier to say now I’m the main contractor and 
you are a subcontractor, you take all of that on because you are a business in 
your own right … a shift of power, so this has happened over the past 20 years.  
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Builders worked out that instead of paying all of these things, it is a lot easier 
for someone to be a subcontractor and you legally feed them the work’ 
 

One training organisation which had been offering business skills training was asked about 
how much uptake they were getting for their courses and commented: 

 
‘Not as much as we’d like.  For us being in business, we realise these are good 
skills.  But young guys are of the opinion that paperwork doesn’t matter.  We 
will just do the job, we are a tradesman, we will just put all our receipts in a 
shoe box and the accountant can fix it.  There is more interest from partners to 
be involved than the actual plumbers’ 

 
If the above comments truly represent the situation, and other anecdotal evidence 
certainly supports this view, then the case for both basic and advanced business practice 
training becomes an urgent need for the industry if we are not to see small businesses 
opening up and then closing when they find themselves in financial or legal difficulties. 
 

Specific Specialist Trade Training    
 
As well as the more general training mentioned earlier, 10% of survey respondents 
believed that more specific specialist training was needed by plumbers.  This included 
trade areas such as backflow prevention, electrical/gas appliance servicing and mixing 
valves, but also more generic specialist skills such as how to train an apprentice and 
advanced safety and OH&S training. 
 
Comments included: 

 
‘If they are going to work in the gas industry they definitely would need 
additional training.  I believe the current amount of gas training is insufficient 
for what is required by the industry. The previous generation of gas plumbers 
not only completed the normal apprenticeship but were also employed by the 
Gas & Fuel and spent many weeks of intensive training covering a variety of 
areas. eg. electricity and electronics, installation and servicing of appliances, 
spending a week at a time on one type of appliance.  Once this generation of 
plumbers have completely retired we will be relying on the manufacturers to 
pick up the slack or our future gas people will be self taught on the job’ 

‘Regular updating of skills and technology is needed to stay current’ 

‘New products or ways to do plumbing that weren't on the market before’ 

 
The important role of manufacturers and suppliers in the CPD process was identified by 
many respondents who felt that attendance at manufacturer presentations of new 
technologies was a vital component of CPD. 
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Time Frame Testing     
 
5% of survey respondents identified the importance of establishing some form of 
compulsory re-testing for licensing.  Five years was the suggested optimum timeframe 
mentioned by a number of these individuals. 
  
 

Nothing: on the job training is enough    
 
In the past, CPD has proven to be a contentious issue within the plumbing trade.  
Interestingly enough, however, only 10% of survey respondents felt that plumbers gained 
sufficient skills on the job to remain current in their trade and general skills. 
 
Comments included: 
 

‘Lots of practical experience partially supervised at first, then none’ 

‘None - on the job training is sufficient’ 

‘Work for plumber hands on; plumbers don’t need to be bookworms’ 

 

Personal Training Needs 
 
When asked about their own personal training needs, a number of areas were identified 
by employers.  These included: 
 
 

Training for own specific area      52% 

Business Management/ Consultancy /Teaching      36% 

New Technologies    33% 

Hydraulics    14% 

Electrical/refrigeration  14% 

Gas    8% 

Design     6% 

Fire Services   5% 

Table 16 - Employers' personal training needs 
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Motivators for Professional Development 

The section above indicates that there is a strongly identified need in the industry for 
professional development.  Both RTO lecturers and apprentices were asked to identify 
what they believed were the major motivators for CPD. 
 

Lecturer responses 
 
Lecturers were asked what they believed were the top motivators for tradespeople to do 
a short course or professional development activity.  Their responses included: 
 
 

 Motivators for Short Courses 

1 Work opportunities 

2 Knowledge to complete specialist work 

3 Job or licensing requirements 

4 Business opportunities 

Table 17 - Motivators for tradespeople to do short courses 

 
This contrasts with the reasons lecturers identified for tradespeople to complete a 
Certificate IV qualification. 
 
 

 Motivators for Certificate IV 

1 Want to work for themselves 

2 They obtain a Qualification 

3 Personal Motivation/ Self improvement 

4 Career Path / Future Opportunities 

5 Further Education/ Improve knowledge 

Table 18 - Motivators for tradespeople to do Certificate IV 

 
Comments from lecturers included: 
 

‘The professional development needs to be suitable to what the plumber is 
actually doing or intending to do. As plumbing has such a broad reaching scope 
of what can be done it would be difficult to offer something for everyone that 
is suitable’ 
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‘To say you "have no time" does not mean that you have no time, what it means 
is that you don't feel it's important enough to make time. To "have no time" is 
just an excuse, meaning "I don't see the need to make time" or simply "I cannot 
be bothered, I have other things I feel are more important".  The first question 
is do we need professional development? What does a plumber need to know 
that he doesn't and if they felt they needed to know it would they seek out the 
answer, or do a course’ 

‘Historically plumbers are early school leavers/hard working people. There are 
many self employed one person operators who have not the time or energy to 
develop skills. Culture in the trade has to change before we can develop 
professionally’ 

 
 

Apprentice responses 
 
Apprentices were also asked a number of questions with regard to their own professional 
development after they have completed their apprenticeship. 
 
 

 

Chart 31 - Apprentices' training needs after Certificate III 

 
As can be seen, apprentices see the importance of professional development with regard 
to staying in touch with new processes and technologies in their industry.  It is also seen 
as important with regard to accessing a variety of career paths. 
 
Approximately 70 respondents indicated that they are unlikely to return to study, 
whereas over 300 believed that they will continue to learn new things throughout their 
career.  74% agreed that there were many career paths available to them.  No 
differences were noted between students’ responses across the various trade sectors, nor 
was there any noticeable difference between those studying at Certificate III or IV levels. 
 
Comments from apprentices with regard to CPD included: 
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‘Raise the level of plumbing so that plumbers need to compete more and 
customers are aware of a higher qualified plumber’ 

‘All courses offered should have an outcome at the end of the course, as time is 
money, it is not always possible to do additional study at home and run a 
business, etc’ 

‘Offer courses that can be completed quickly ie; not over 3-4 Saturdays.  Offer 
courses that are relevant and challenging ie; not too basic’ 

‘Some form of reward or recognition for the extra effort to obtain better 
qualifications or that it becomes mandatory requirement as in a number of 
other professions’ 

 
 

Reasons for Not Doing Professional Development 

 
Many lecturers also commented on the difficulty in getting sufficient numbers to run 
professional development activities.  Both employers and lecturers were asked to 
comment on why they believed some people did not take up professional development 
opportunities. 

 

Employer responses 
 
When asked why CPD opportunities are not taken up by plumbers, responses included: 
 
 

 
Chart 32 - Why aren't CPD opportunities taken up by plumbers? 

As can be seen from the above chart, lack of time and availability of appropriate courses 
are the two main reasons for lack of take-up of CPD.  Interestingly, only 30% indicated 
that they felt that there was a lack of interest in undertaking professional development. 
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Differences between commercial and residential plumber responses 
 
When examining the responses from Commercial and Residential plumbers, differences 
were noted for responses for two of the items.  A higher percentage of those from the 
commercial sector felt that most plumbers are not interested in what is currently 
offered, with 31.8% rating this as very common compared to 14% from residential. 
 
 

         Barrier: “Plumbers have no interest in CPD” 

Sector of 
Market Commercial Both Residential Total 

1 not 
common 

9.1% 9.1% 24.0% 13.8% 

2 9.1% 21.6% 22.0% 20.0% 

3 36.4% 38.6% 30.0% 35.6% 

4 13.6% 20.5% 10.0% 16.2% 

5 Very 
common 

31.8% 10.2% 14.0% 14.4% 

Table 19 – Plumbers have no interest in CPD - commercial vs. residential 

 
In contrast, there were more residential plumbers who felt that there were problems 
with the availability of specialist training. 
 
 

     Barrier: “No specialist courses are available” 

 
Commercial Both Residential Total 

1 Not 
common 

18.2% 15.5% 12.8% 15.0% 

2 4.5% 11.9% 8.5% 9.8% 

3 45.5% 15.5% 23.4% 22.2% 

4 13.6% 34.5% 36.2% 32.0% 

5 Very 
common 

18.2% 22.6% 19.1% 20.9% 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Table 20 - No specialist courses available - commercial vs. residential 
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Issues for those in the trade longer 
 
Those who have been in the trade longer, particularly in the 10 – 40 year range, felt that 
courses were not available at the right time, or were more likely to be disinterested in 
CPD.  As mentioned earlier, there was strong support for CPD from those who had been in 
the trade for some time.  It may therefore be necessary to explore this item further to 
investigate how best to meet the needs of this group.  
 
Barrier: “CPD is not available at the right time” 

Years of 
Experience  

0.0 to < 
10.0 

10.0 to < 
20.0 

20.0 to < 
30.0 

30.0 to < 
40.0 

40.0 to < 
50.0 

50.0 to 
60.0 

Total 

1 Not 
common 

0.0% 8.0% 10.8% 12.0% 19.2% 0.0% 11.2% 

2 20.0% 20.0% 16.2% 14.0% 3.8% 0.0% 13.2% 

3 20.0% 28.0% 29.7% 24.0% 30.8% 55.6% 28.9% 

4 60.0% 8.0% 24.3% 26.0% 34.6% 22.2% 25.0% 

5 Very 
common 

0.0% 36.0% 18.9% 24.0% 11.5% 22.2% 21.7% 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

No. of 
respondents 

5 25 37 50 26 9 152 

Table 21 - CPD not available at the right time – compared with length of time in industry 

 
Barrier: “Plumbers have no interest in CPD” vs. Experience 

Length of 
time in 

industry  

0.0 to < 
10.0 

10.0 to < 
20.0 

20.0 to < 
30.0 

30.0 to < 
40.0 

40.0 to < 
50.0 

50.0 to 
60.0 

Total 

1 Not 
common 

0.0% 20.0% 13.2% 12.0% 16.0% 11.1% 13.8% 

2 60.0% 24.0% 23.7% 22.0% 4.0% 0.0% 19.7% 

3 20.0% 36.0% 36.8% 36.0% 40.0% 33.3% 36.2% 

4 20.0% 16.0% 13.2% 18.0% 20.0% 22.2% 17.1% 

5 Very 
common 

0.0% 4.0% 13.2% 12.0% 20.0% 33.3% 13.2% 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

No. of 
respondents 

5 25 38 50 25 9 152 

Table 22 - Plumbers not interested in CPD – compared with length of time in industry 
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Other differences 
 
No differences were noted for sole traders versus those who employed plumbers.  
However, with regard to the various streams, those from the mechanical and roofing 
areas were more likely to believe that plumbers are not interested in what is currently 
on offer. 
 
 
Barrier: “Plumbers have no interest in CPD” vs. Stream 

Plumbing 
Stream  

General 
Plumbing Roofing 

A/C & 
Mechanical 

Gas 
Services Drainage 

Fire 
Services 

4 & 5 27.7% 36.2% 42.1% 30.3% 31.3% 32.1% 

Table 23 - Plumbers not interested in CPD x stream 

 
In contrast, the fire sector is more concerned that there is little CPD of interest which is 
on offer. 
 

 
Barrier: “There is little CPD of interest” vs. Stream 

Plumbing 
Stream 

General 
Plumbing Roofing 

A/C & 
Mechanical 

Gas 
Services Drainage 

Fire 
Services 

4 & 5 35.6% 38.2% 33.3% 36.2% 34.5% 46.4% 

Table 24 - Little CPD of interest x stream 

 
All sectors except Mechanical were very concerned that there are insufficient specialist 
offerings available. 
 

 
Barrier: “No specialist courses are available” vs. Stream 

Plumbing 
Stream  

General 
Plumbing Roofing 

A/C & 
Mechanical 

Gas 
Services Drainage 

Fire 
Services 

4 & 5 54.6% 55.4% 36.8% 54.3% 52.8% 58.6% 

No. of 
Respondents 

130 65 19 105 108 29 

Table 25 - Insufficient specialist offerings available x stream 

 
Whilst there is overall support for CPD, these responses from employers begin to ‘paint a 
picture’ of the issues which will need to be addressed if a successful CPD process is to be 
developed. 
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Improving Take-Up of Professional Development 

Employers were asked to identify the ways in which take-up of CPD could be improved.  
The chart below shows the top five responses. 
 

Top five strategies to improve the uptake of CPD 

1 Compulsory Training   44% 

2 Lower costs and more availability of courses   21% 

3 Recognition for professional development   14% 

4 Improve  Marketing / Image of industry  and  Communication 
regarding Future benefits  

10% 

5 Government requirements  9% 

Table 26 - How could CPD be improved? 

 
Compulsory Training   
 
44% of respondents felt that training should be made compulsory.  Responses included: 
 

‘There should be points required to keep their license’ 

‘Make it compulsory’ 

‘Points each year for attending training and must have so many points to renew 
your licence’ 

‘Compulsory refresher courses’ 

‘Compulsory industry points system’ 

 

Cost and availability of courses   
 
21% felt that there were issues relating to the cost and availability of courses.  Comments 
included: 
 

 ‘Lower cost courses, better designed courses’ 

‘Low cost or free’ 

‘A broader range of subjects from basic to advanced’ 

‘Variety of courses’ 

‘Courses being offered outside of working hours’ 

‘Shorter courses held in the local area i.e. Cairns has only limited courses 
offered’ 

‘Courses in local vicinity. eg, no need to travel’ 
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‘Lower cost courses and or after hours courses’ 

‘Subsidise plumbing courses’ 

‘Shorter and cheaper courses’ 

‘More opportunities in Rural and Regional areas’ 

‘Offer more flexible times/dates and more locations (not just the major 
centres). Country plumbers have to travel too far to almost all the courses 
currently offered’ 

‘Take for example the fire protection industry, they are going leaps and bounds 
with diploma and degree courses and a multitude of courses and recognition of 
these courses, the industry is interested in developing itself, a few years ago it 
was very unmotivated and closed. Now people are happy, motivated and 
enthusiastic to learn and develop their knowledge and experience’ 

‘Courses that are relevant to what each plumber’s mainstream work is’ 

 

Recognition for professional development   
 
14% of respondents believed that there needs to be some type of reward for CPD.  This 
may be in the form of a financial incentive or through some industry recognition process.  
Responses included: 
 

‘Some form of reward or recognition for the extra effort to obtain better 
qualifications or that it becomes mandatory requirement as in a number of 
other professions’ 

‘Different levels of accreditation within the tradespersons and contractors 
categories, I feel a lot of us within the trade would then strive to reach that 
next level’ 

‘Higher level of recognition in the licence scheme’ 

‘Bronze star, Silver, Gold...... whatever creates a perceived higher level of 
professionalism’ 

‘Some type of prize competition’ 

‘Plumbers know that if they do not do professional development it does not 
matter. Give recognition for training! That counts’ 

 
 

Improve Marketing / Image of industry and Communication regarding future 
benefits  
 
10% of respondents felt that improved marketing and communication of professional 
development were important.  Comments included: 

 
‘More open information as to what is available to plumbers’ 
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‘Marketing’ 

‘A thorough explanation of how the professional development upgrade can be 
achieved, i.e. simple things such as attending trade nights, seminars or reading 
literature can gain points for professional development not necessarily having 
to attend trade school etc.’ 

 

Government requirements 
 
9% felt that better Government and regulator engagement in making the CPD process 
‘user friendly’ is an important factor.  Comments included: 
 

‘Provision of more user friendly information from the PIC and other related 
bodies’ 

‘Consistent approach to CPD by all regulators coupled with consistent funding 
support and flexible resources and delivery systems’ 

‘Enforcement of plumbing and licensing regulations would go some way to show 
plumbers that they are professionals and need to meet plumbing standards. 
Complacency is a key issue - plumbers are making money so why bother!’ 

‘If the subject proved to be a benefit not just legislative Bureaucracy gone 
mad.  Let’s face it, Workcover and Fair Trading should walk a day in a 
tradesman’s life’ 

 

Should CPD be mandatory? 

As can be seen from the foregoing data, there is strong industry support for professional 
development and employers have identified the development areas which they believe 
should be included in a CPD system.  However, despite this identified support, it has also 
been noted that there are issues with low take-up of many currently available 
professional development activities.  This would seem to indicate that there is a market 
failure in meeting the needs of the industry.  Some reasons for this have been identified 
and a number of strategies to address this problem have also been suggested. 
 
As has been noted earlier, 44% of employers who responded to the survey believed that 
making CPD mandatory would improve the take up of development opportunities.  In 
developing a more effective CPD program, however, a decision will need to be made as 
to whether there should be some mandated requirement to undertake CPD in order to 
maintain a current licence.  Employers were asked specifically whether they believed 
that there should be a compulsory requirement for plumbers to undertake CPD.  The 
table below shows the response rates to this question.  As can be seen, 45% agree and 
36% would consider it.  This means that, according to the survey responses, 81% are not 
opposed to a mandatory system. 
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Yes Possibly No 

45% 36% 19% 

Table 27 - Should CPD be mandatory? 

 
However, it appears that those working in the commercial sector, or who work in both 
commercial and residential, are more definitely in favour of a mandatory system, than 
those who work solely in residential.  It should be noted, however, that 80% of residential 
plumbers responded either Yes or Possibly to this question. 
 

“Should CPD be mandatory?” 

Sector Commercial Both Residential Total 

Yes 46.2% 54.5% 26.0% 44.5% 

Possibly 26.9% 28.4% 54.0% 36.0% 

No 26.9% 17.0% 20.0% 19.5% 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Table 28 - Should CPD be mandatory - commercial vs. residential 

 
 
Whilst there were no discernible differences in the response rates for length of years in 
the trade or experience in overseeing apprentices, there was some variation between 
those who are sole traders as opposed to those who employ others, with sole traders 
being more in favour of a mandatory system.   
 
 

     “Should CPD be mandatory” vs. Sole Trader/Employer 

 Sole Trader Employ other 
plumbers 

Yes 44.7% 38.0% 

Possibly 42.1% 36.7% 

No 13.2% 25.3% 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 

   
No. of respondents 38 79 

Table 29 - Should CPD be mandatory - sole trader vs. employer 

 
In examining this issue from the point of view of the various streams of plumbing, it can 
be seen that there is a significantly lower percentage of respondents from the 
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mechanical services sector who are in favour of a mandatory system.  Whilst 65% of this 
sector has still responded with either Yes or Possibly to this item, the low numbers 
responding to this question mean that this response should be viewed with some caution. 
 
 
 
    “Should CPD be mandatory” vs. Stream 

Plumbing 
Stream 

General 
Plumbing 

Roof 
Plumbing 

A/C & 
Mechanical 

Gas 
Services Drainage 

Fire 
Services 

Yes 43% 43% 30% 43% 40% 43% 

Possibly 36% 31% 35% 34% 35% 30% 

No 21% 26% 35% 23% 25% 27% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

       
No. of 
respondents 

138 70 20 111 113 30 

Table 30 - Should CPD be mandatory x stream 

 
When all respondents were asked whether there should be a requirement for design 
consultants to do ongoing professional development over the life of their career, there 
was an overwhelmingly positive response. 
 
 

Yes Possibly No 

74% 20% 6% 

Table 31 - Should design consultants be required to do ongoing CPD? 

 
This response was consistent across all design streams, and there were no noticeable 
differences with regard to State, Commercial versus Residential, or years of experience. 
 
As has been discussed above with regard to the employer surveys, those responding to 
individual interviews and attending forums were very much in favour of a CPD process.  
As was noted in the survey responses, although there seems to be a general feeling that 
CPD is important and, according to many, should be mandatory, feedback from RTO 
representatives who attended forums or participated in individual interviews, is that they 
often get little take up of training programs.  As will be shown later in this section, the 
timing, location and content of CPD offerings appears to have a major impact on how 
successfully they will be taken up by the industry. 
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Delivery of Training 

Whilst much of the CPD activity currently undertaken by plumbers is delivered through 
other avenues such as the various industry associations, State regulators, manufacturers, 
suppliers and trade shows, it was felt to be important to examine whether accredited 
and short course training which is undertaken through RTOs could be done better. 
 

Improve teaching process 
 
RTO lecturers were asked whether a different style of training was needed for practising 
plumbers.  As can be seen below, 63% believe that this is true. 
 
 

 Tend to 
agree Undecided 

Tend to 
disagree 

"The delivery of plumbing training AFTER 
Certificate III is directed at practising 
tradespeople and therefore needs to be 
delivered in a different manner." 

63% 18% 18% 

Table 32 - Is a different style of training needed for practising plumbers? 

The types of areas which lecturers felt differentiated this group from apprentices 
included: 
 

‘Tradespeople work long hours and often don’t want to come in 3 hrs/week for 
48 weeks a year. Study becomes boring and it doesn’t seem to be progressing 
fast enough. A solid 1 day a week is even harder to get an employer to commit 
to so I don’t know the answer’ 

‘They are focused and more inclined to research, study and submit assignments 
on line from home. In conjunction with appropriate lectures and materials from 
the RTO’ 

‘It should be a more hands on approach instead of just sitting down in front of 
someone talking. We could have a database where it could be done online or by 
off campus learning’ 

 
Teaching pedagogy demonstrates that adults learn differently to children.  Adult learning 
theory defines a number of different characteristics of the adult learner: 
 

1. Adults understand, and therefore learn, material only when it is related to their 
existing knowledge. 

2. Adults learn more quickly and effectively when they are actively involved in the 
learning process.  We learn by doing.   

3. Learning which is “rewarded” through acknowledgement is more likely to be 
retained. 
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4. Presentation methods which use two or more senses are more effective than using 
one sense only.  Why?  Because it helps to bridge the gap between theory and 
practice, and helps to maintain the participants’ interest18. 

 
In developing CPD activities, these principles need to be remembered and used to ensure 
that mature age students are fully engaged with the learning process, and that the 
experience of these individuals is an enjoyable one which will encourage them to ‘return 
for more’. 
 

Barriers to deliver short courses in RTOs 
 
RTO lecturers were also asked to identify the major barriers for them in being able to 
develop and deliver suitable short CPD courses within their RTOs.  Responses included: 
 

Barriers to development of short courses in RTOs 

1 Time to develop resources 

2 Cost of resource development 

3 Low number of participants 

4 Costs too much to attract sufficient numbers 

5 Lack of qualified lecturers 

6 Lack of facilities 

Table 33 - Major barriers to take up of short courses 

 
Comments included: 
 

‘TAFES are dollar driven so if they do not see a big profit involved they will not 
push it or show much interest’ 

‘Cost of running course to meet overheads of organisation’ 

 
If this issue of time to develop suitable CPD courses and the cost of developing 
appropriate resources continues to be an issue in the education sector, then the RTOs are 
likely to find that they will lose the market for CPD, and that the industry will find other 
sources of training and development.  It will be in the interest of the RTOs to remain 
engaged with CPD as, should this be made a mandatory requirement, the market for CPD 
training is likely to expand significantly. 
 
 

                                                
 
18 Altimo Consulting P/L, 2007 Adult Learning Principles 
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The Future of CPD 

As can be seen from this section of the report, there is widespread support from the 
industry for some form of CPD program.  In fact, most employers surveyed are actually in 
favour of a mandated system.  A number of issues have been identified which will need 
to be addressed, however, if such a system is to work in practice.  These issues include 
the types of training and development activities which will count towards recognition for 
CPD, the locations in which they are conducted, as well as the timing and cost of 
activities. 
 
 

RECOMMENDATION 14: 
 
That the industry associations, and State based regulators and/or the National 
Plumbing Regulators’ Forum develop a framework for a compulsory CPD system 
based on the various training needs.  The framework should identify: 
 

· the types of CPD activities which will be recognised,  
· whether some form of points system will be used, 
· the timeframes within which CPD activities need to occur. 

 
The Association of Hydraulic Service Consultants Australia (AHSCA) provides a strong 
example of a self regulated CPD program whereby hydraulic designers and consultants 
must maintain a CPD regime in order to maintain their registration with the association.  
The CPD systems used by other industries and by the plumbing sector in other countries, 
such as New Zealand, should be considered for their relevance to the Australian industry.  
Where appropriate, training providers should also be consulted with regard to their 
ability to deliver identified CPD programs. 
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Career Paths 
 

Career Paths for Young Plumbers 

In identifying the way forward for training beyond the Certificate III level, it is important 
to gain a deeper understanding of the potential career paths which are open to 
plumbers, particularly those recently out of their apprenticeships.  Only by 
understanding the various occupational possibilities and the pathways needed to reach 
them, will the industry be able to identify the training and development processes 
required and how best to package them. 
 

‘I have spent many years mentoring former students and it is pleasing to see how 
they have mostly taken the opportunity presented and done really well.  Each 
student has strengths and weaknesses, I have tried to align those skill with the 
best career path’. 
 
Comment from survey respondent 

 
 
Employers were asked to consider the various career paths that they would suggest to a 
young plumber.  The most predominant themes were: 
 
 

Aim to Become Self Employed      25% 

Seek a Management Role    23% 

Specialise   25% 

General Plumbing     14% 

Table 34 - Industry career paths recommended by employers 

 

Aim to become self-employed 
 
Many employers felt that the most satisfying career in the plumbing industry is to be self-
employed, either as a sole trader or in a larger business which employs other plumbers.  
Comments included: 
 

‘Finish your time, become a licensed tradesman so you can employ people and 
work as hard as you can. The benefits will become apparent’ 

‘To be able to work for themselves. Travel the world’ 

‘Building a business for themself. Specialise in one field and get really good at 
it’ 
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‘Taking your business from scratch and taking it as far as you want to. Very 

satisfying’ 

 

Seek a management role 
 
Many employers also felt that there were exciting possibilities in being a manager in a 
plumbing business.  Comments included: 
 

‘Young plumbers could become Site Foreman or Manager’ 

‘I would suggest that they head into management provided they have 
sufficient experience in their chosen field’ 

‘Open every door as opportunity waits behind a couple of them. Education, 
management, development are all wonderful opportunities I have achieved 
through plumbing’ 

 

Specialise 
 
A number of plumbers felt that there were significant opportunities for young people to 
specialise.  Areas which were identified included gas and solar, teaching, estimating and 
tendering, and ‘green’ plumbing,  
 

‘As plumbing is becoming more specialist they need to try all the areas they 
can and then pick what interests them and follow that up with further study’ 

‘Do your trade and get their licence first. Then advise them to attempt some 
kind of university degree as if you don't have a degree in something, "off the 
tools" jobs are getting more limited’ 

‘Specialise in your favourite type of plumbing’ 

‘To specialise in areas you enjoy. Don’t try to do everything’ 

‘Find what you like in the trade, know everything about it, ie. bylaws, 
maintenance and installation, etc., then specialise in that field’ 

 

General Plumbing 
 
Many plumbers obviously have a great deal of pride in their craft and feel that there are 
enormous opportunities for those young people to go on to become the best tradespeople 
they can.  Comments included: 
 

‘Career paths within plumbing are very wide dependent on expertise and 
application. New areas of alternative energy and integrated technology are 
ways of the future, the modern plumber needs to build an environmental 
awareness together with a technology edge. Avenues of design and teaching are 
undersold within the trade. The future tradesperson needs more than a smash 
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it in mentality to make money and move on. Discerning consumers will require 
more up to date educated plumbers with a sound educated background’ 

‘I would suggest they try to integrate natural areas of interest with plumbing 
skills to see innovative opportunities’ 

‘Obtain as much experience in all areas of the trade’ 

‘First complete your full license and register as a journeyman a.s.a.p. after 
that time take on different work e.g. high-rise building, different lines of work 
other than what was taught in your trade’ 

‘To take in as much training that is on offer, to open future doors’ 

‘Plumbing is a great trade.  Yes it’s dirty and smelly sometime but the reward 
you get when you finish your job and everything is working and looking straight 
and level and the customer’s happy and of course the money in the bank it’s a 
real satisfaction to know that you have done that’ 

 
 
A number of employer respondents also felt that there was a need for clear information 
and processes to really understand the career opportunities which are available and how 
best to access them.  According to one employer: 
 
 

‘This clear and well identified Career Path is what is missing from this industry. 
If we had a nationally accepted Career Path then the training and assessment 
levels can be developed to satisfy this path. Some may choose to take it all the 
way, others may choose to only go so far. Problem is that most members of the 
public and most newcomers to the industry have no idea of how important 
plumbing is to the health of the community or how far and broad reaching this 
industry can take them.  To me it’s quite clear what is needed’ 

 
 
 

Apprentice ambitions – after completing apprenticeship 
 
When asked what they believed were the career opportunities available to them when 
they have completed their apprenticeships, 30% intended to become self-employed, 18% 
intended to work as a registered plumber/gasfitter and 8% stated that they would seek a 
career as a hydraulics engineer/designer/consultant. 
 
These responses indicate that, even while still undertaking their apprenticeships, young 
people are already considering the opportunities available to them in the industry.  It 
would seem then that, even in these early stages, relevant information on potential 
career paths is important for young people.  Anecdotal evidence from many RTOs and 
employers is that this information is being provided, but often not in any comprehensive, 
systemic way. 
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Apprentice ambitions – after five years in the workforce 
 
Apprentices were also asked to contemplate their own futures.  This included asking 
them about their interest in a range of potential careers after they had gained 
experience in the plumbing industry.  Their responses included: 
 
 

 

Chart 33 - Apprentices' future career interests 

 
As can be seen, the intent to become self employed dominates the ambitions of most 
apprentices.  55% of respondents stated that they were very interested in the option of 
running their own small business and another 37% said that they were somewhat 
interested.  86% also indicated that they had ambitions to build a business which would 
employ other plumbers (38% Very Interested and 48% Somewhat Interested).  35% of all 
apprentice responses intended to be running their own business within five years of 
completing their apprenticeship. 
 
Certificate IV students were more inclined to be very interested in becoming self 
employed when compared to Certificate III students.  This is not surprising as these 
students are already undertaking their licensing units, presumably with the intent of 
operating their own businesses. 
 

28%

8%

15%

64%

60%

59%

53%

37%

48%

31%

30%

33%

18%

55%

38%

5%

10%

8%

Managing plumbers for a larger business

Becoming self employed to run a small business

Becoming self employed and growing the business 
to employ many other plumbers

Becoming a design consultant in Mechanical 
services

Becoming a design consultant in Hydraulic services

Becoming a design consultant in Fire services

Future Career Interest
Very interested Somewhat interested No interest
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How likely is it that you will be self employed in the plumbing industry in 
the future? 

 1. Very 
Unlikely 

2. 3. 4. 5. Very Likely 

Certificate 
III 

6% 9% 25% 24% 36% 

Certificate 
IV 

7% 6% 19% 15% 54% 

Table 35 - Apprentices' intention to be self employed 

 
However, what is interesting is that Certificate IV students are also more inclined to be 
interested in design and consulting in all three streams, with a slight emphasis on 
hydraulics. 
 

Somewhat + Very Interested Certificate III Certificate IV 

Mechanical design & consulting 35% 46% 

Hydraulics design & consulting 34% 59% 

Fire design & consulting 40% 48% 

Table 36 - Apprentices' aspiration to enter the design field x Certificate level 

 
Apprentices were also asked how important it is for them to undertake additional 
training in the future.  89% felt that ongoing development was essential and this bodes 
well for the trade. 
 
 

How Long Will You Be a Plumber? 

 
Apprentices were also asked to consider how long they believed they would stay in the 
industry. 
 
 

1-5 years 6-10 years 11-15 years 16-20 years My whole 
working life 

Don't know 

4% 6% 6% 13% 34% 37% 

Table 37- How long will apprentices stay in the industry? 
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Apprentices were also asked how important it is for them to undertake additional 
training in the future.  89% felt that ongoing development was essential and this bodes 
well for the trade. 
However, in saying this, it will also be necessary to ensure that these young people are 
made aware of the various parts of the industry which are open to them over the long 
term. 
 

After Plumbing 

It was also considered useful to gain an idea of the career opportunities beyond the trade 
which apprentices thought their skills and knowledge would prepare them.  Apprentices 
were asked ‘If an experienced plumber decided to change careers, what other careers 
would they be well suited for?’ 
 
 

General Building Industry, including supervision/consulting      48% 

Miscellaneous       20% 

Sales  (Mainly Building Industry)  13% 

Teaching     11% 

Table 38 - Apprentice perceptions of careers after plumbing 

 
Occupations identified as part of the general building industry included inspecting for 
local authorities, design, project management, building supervisor, civil or construction 
management, builder and welding.  The miscellaneous occupations identified by 
apprentices included engineering, mining and health inspector.  
 
 

Are Career Paths Evident 

From the above data, it would appear that many young people have a good 
understanding of the opportunities available to them in some areas, particularly in being 
self-employed.  It is not clear, however, whether they are really aware of the many other 
career paths which they can take in the industry.  Forum participants and those involved 
in individual interviews were asked for their thoughts on this issue. 
 

‘With some of these young guys the natural progression is I want to run my own 
business and by the time I am 25 or 30, I want to be in a position where I can run 
my own show and I don’t want to be working for someone else for the rest of my 
life anyway.  That seems to be an attitudinal thing in that generation, always 
been there.  But in my day, I don’t want to run a business, I want to work for 
someone, 8 hours a day, pick up a pay cheque at end of week and I’m happy with 
that.’ 
 
Comment from forum respondent 
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While many respondents felt that being self-employed was a choice made by the 
individual, a number of them commented on the fact that this type of operation has 
become much more prevalent than in the past, with many large businesses preferring to 
deal with sub-contractors rather than employees.   This has meant that many people who 
may have preferred to continue to work for someone else may be pressured into 
becoming self-employed. 
 
Most of the project participants felt that the options of self-employment were very well 
spelt out to young people and that this was seen by the vast majority of the industry as 
the most attractive and viable career path.  On average, RTO lecturers across Australia 
believe that about 52% of students would go on to complete the licensing units - most 
with a view to starting their own business.  The opportunities afforded by the specialist 
streams were less well understood, unless the young person was exposed to operators 
within that area, and many other opportunities were not mentioned at all. 
 
Given the ongoing specialisations within the plumbing trade and the increasing 
complexity of the environment within which plumbing occurs, it is important not to lose 
sight of the other career paths available to people within the industry.  Not only can 
plumbers work for others or be self-employed; they can also become consultants and 
designers in a number of the specialised streams; they can move into roles as teachers, 
inspectors, licence testers, supervisors and managers, as well as a range of other 
occupations. 
 
In this more complex environment, it will become more critical to clearly spell out the 
career options available to plumbers, and to clarify the paths, including training, which 
will lead to these various occupations.  It will also be important to make people aware 
that many of these are not linear paths, but allow for sideways movement as well. 
 
 
 
 

RECOMMENDATION 15: 
 
A suite of material be developed which clearly shows the various career options 
available and the paths which will lead to them.  This should build on the work 
which has already been done by a number of groups/Associations, and should be 
made available to careers teachers. 
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Shortages 

 
In trying to determine how best to promote career opportunities and the development 
activities needed to gain access to those occupations, it was considered useful to ask 
project participants where they believed that shortages currently exist in the industry. 
 
When asked to identify shortages, employers responded as follows: 
 
 

 

Table 39 - Employers perceptions of industry shortages 

 
 
In examining the various specific areas of shortage, it was considered useful to compare 
the responses of all participants for all sectors against the responses of specific sectors 
about their own sector shortages. 

30.9%

8.6%

11.8%

16.4%

18.6%

23.2%

25.9%

29.5%

34.5%

39.5%

I am unaware of any current shortages 

Design & consulting - Mechanical services

Air conditioning & mechanical services

Fire protection services

Roof plumbing

Drainage plumbing

Design & consulting - Fire services

General plumbing

Gas services

Design & consulting - Hydraulics/plumbing 
services

Are there Shortages in any of the following 
areas ...

Plumbers and Design Consultants
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Chart 34 - Perceptions of industry shortages - general responses vs. streams 

 
As can be seen, there are some discrepancies between what the wider industry believes 
is occurring within different sectors as to what is actually reported from that sector, 
particularly in the design areas.  For example: 
 

· 12% of the wider industry reports that there is a shortage within the 
mechanical services area compared to 36.4% of respondents from that sector. 

· 30.3% of members of the fire industry indicate a shortage compared to 17% of 
all respondents. 

· There were significant discrepancies in all design areas.  Mechanical design 
shows a sector response of 27.3% compared to an overall response of 9%.  
63.8% of hydraulic design consultants identified a shortage in their sector 
compared to the wider industry response of 40%, and the fire sector 
comparison shows a 26% response rate from the whole industry versus 44.8% of 
sector specific responses. 

 
Employers were also asked what, in their opinion, has caused these shortages in trained 
people and what would help improve the situation.  Responses included: 
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Financial rewards/costs/recognition    30% 

Lack of Direction by Regulators/Industry/Government - current & historical   26% 

Working Conditions - actual/perceived    14% 

Reluctance to take on Apprentices    6% 

Table 40 - What has caused shortages - employer perceptions 

 
Whilst overall it appears that the plumbing industry is not considered by Governments to 
be in shortage, it certainly appears that there are significant problems in some sectors 
and these will need to be addressed through aggressive recruitment and training 
programs if the industry is not to find itself in difficulty in the future. 
  



 

104 | P a g e  
 

  



 

105 | P a g e  
 

Innovative Practices in Post-Trade Training 

 
In examining the issues relating to post-trade training, it was also considered important 
to identify and ‘celebrate’ those organisations which are contributing to the ongoing 
development of the industry. 
 
In doing this, a number of case studies have been developed to highlight the practices of 
these organisations and these have been included in the Appendix to this report. 
 
Each of the case studies discusses the particular innovative practice being undertaken by 
the RTO or employer in question and contact details have been included so that readers 
who are interested can follow up about the practice directly with the organisational 
representative.  
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Recommendations 

 

RECOMMENDATION 1: 

All Plumbing apprentices should be informed upon sign up by RTOs of the current 
licensing requirements for each pathway.  This information should include how employer 
arrangements may differ from the apprenticeship program.  (Also see recommendation 
on National registry for post-apprenticeship training that would support the AAC’s in this 
responsibility) 
 

RECOMMENDATION 2:  

Promote various pathways early, particularly those pathways experiencing skills 
shortages.    Industry and industry associations should promote various pathways 
(especially the specialist streams) to attract apprentices early in their training in order to 
influence their licensing choices at the Certificate IV level. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 3:  

State/Federal Departments of Education should be lobbied by plumbing industry 
associations to provide financial support to encourage higher level training. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 4:  

Registered and Licensed Contractor plumbers overwhelmingly support the need for 
National Licensing whereby national Training Packages and required licence units at the 
Certificate IV level are the same across all States and Territories.  This strongly supports 
the COAG direction on the National Licensing System. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 5:   

To develop training resources that improve apprentices’ IT skills and on-line learning 
capabilities.  This will provide the underpinning knowledge and capacity for post-
apprenticeship training that may require some mixed mode delivery.  Some specialist 
plumbing training beyond Certificate III is not available in all regions or States.  
Enhancing apprenticeship training to include more IT skills will make some of the 
specialist training more accessible in the future.  However, it must be emphasised that 
this enhancement is not meant to change the structure or importance of on-the-job 
training component within the apprenticeship scheme. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 6:  

The development of a national up-skilling program to qualify current plumbing lecturers 
at Certificate IV and Diploma level.   
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RECOMMENDATION 7 

That NPSTAG or other capable organisations seek funding to bring together interested 
RTOs to develop on-line learning material for selected Certificate IV units and Diploma 
level courses to build a consistent framework to deliver higher level plumbing training to 
all States and under serviced areas.  This material should supplement units which are 
already available for use. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 8:  

Development of a national registry of higher level plumbing courses, with information on 
structure, cost and access. This registry should be developed through CPSISC in 
cooperation with Plumbing Associations, NPSTAG and private RTOs.   
 

RECOMMENDATION 9: 

CPSISC, industry associations, the VET sector and the Higher Education sector to work 
together to develop education/training pathways which are relevant to the industry and 
encourage ongoing development of industry members. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 10:   

Funding to be sought to undertake a project to coordinate and develop Diploma level 
resources that can be accessed around Australia. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 11: 

RTOs to develop short ‘bridging’ training programs which will assist those tradespeople 
interested in moving into the design areas.  These programs could include development 
areas such as CAD drawing, advanced computer skills, drafting, etc. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 12: 

That the various industry associations representing the specialist streams work with the 
CPSISC, and Federal and State Governments to develop a consistent national registration 
system for design consultants.  This registration system should include the minimum 
national qualification required by a registered design consultant working in a particular 
stream. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 13: 

That the various industry associations representing the specialist streams work with the 
CPSISC and NPSTAG to develop a consistent national training process for delivering the 
national qualification required by a registered design consultant working in a particular 
stream.   
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RECOMMENDATION 14: 

That the industry associations, and State based regulators and/or the National Plumbing 
Regulators’ Forum develop a framework for a compulsory CPD system based on the 
various training needs.  The framework should identify: 
 

· the types of CPD activities which will be recognised,  
· whether some form of points system will be used, 
· the timeframes within which CPD activities need to occur. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 15: 

A suite of material be developed which clearly shows the various career options available 
and the paths which will lead to them.  This should build on the work which has already 
been done by a number of groups/Associations, and should be made available to careers 
teachers. 
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Conclusion 

  
The endorsement of a national Training Package for Plumbing and related services has 
certainly provided a strong foundation for the apprenticeship scheme.  Notwithstanding, 
this project has identified a number of challenges for national consistency at the 
Certificate IV and Diploma level training.   
 
Many apprentices continue on to do their Certificate IV licensing units. However, even 
while considering this pathway during their apprenticeship, many are still unaware of the 
costs of training, the employment arrangement and whether their licensing outcome will 
be recognised in other States or Territories.  Additionally, many apprentices are unaware 
of how to find RTOs which deliver higher level training, especially at the Diploma level. 
 
Registered Training Organisations in many States are particularly challenged in up-skilling 
their plumbing lecturers and in developing quality training resources for post-
apprenticeship training.  This issue takes on national importance, since many specialist 
pathways will require inter-state delivery.  Without national coordination and marketing, 
many current and emerging specialist pathways will not have training made available in 
many regions.  This is consistent with the current work being done by COAG in 
formalising a national licensing system for the plumbing industry. 
 
A number of recommendations have been identified from analysis of the data collected 
during this project.  These recommendations are designed to engage the whole industry 
in working towards a consistent, national approach to the ongoing formal training and 
professional development of members of all sectors of the plumbing industry. 
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Appendix 1 – National Training Package 
Qualification Pathway for Plumbing Services beyond 
Certificate III 
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Appendix 2 – Jurisdictional Licences for Plumbers 
Source: COAG Skills Task Force – Baseline Report – Plumbers, February 2006 
 Authored by Nick McShane (Stenning and Associates Pty Ltd in conjunction with Peter Noonan 

Consulting) 
 

Australian Capital Territory 
Drainer - Advanced Sanitary Drainer Construction Occupations (Licensing) Act 2004 
Drainer – Journeyperson Construction Occupations (Licensing) Act 2004 
Drainer – Operative Construction Occupations (Licensing) Act 2004 
Gas-fitter – Advanced Construction Occupations (Licensing) Act 2004 
Gas-fitter – General Construction Occupations (Licensing) Act 2004 
Gas-fitter - Journeyperson Construction Occupations (Licensing) Act 2004 
Gas-fitter - LPG (liquid phase) Construction Occupations (Licensing) Act 2004 
Gas-fitter - LPG (vapour phase) Construction Occupations (Licensing) Act 2004 
Plumber - fire sprinkler fitter Construction Occupations (Licensing) Act 2004 
Plumber – Journeyperson Construction Occupations (Licensing) Act 2004 
Plumber - Journeyperson – Fire Sprinkler Fitter Construction Occupations (Licensing) Act 2004 
Plumber – Sanitary Construction Occupations (Licensing) Act 2004 
Plumber - Water Supply Construction Occupations (Licensing) Act 2004 
 

New South Wales 
Advanced LP Gas-fitter Only Home Building Act 1989 
Drainer Home Building Act 1989 
Gas-fitter Home Building Act 1989 
LP - Gas-fitter Home Building Act 1989 
Plumbers Licence Home Building Act 1989 
Tradesperson Certificate – Drainer Home Building Act (1989) 
Tradesperson Certificate - Plumbing, Draining, Gas-fitting Home Building Act (1989) 
Tradesperson Certificate – Water Plumber Home Building Act (1989) 
Tradesperson Certificate – Water Plumber - Fire Protection Systems Home Building Act (1989) 
Tradesperson Certificate – Water Plumber - Mechanical Services Home Building Act (1989) 
Tradesperson Certificate – Water Plumber - Urban Irrigation Home Building Act (1989) 
Water Plumber Home Building Act 1989 
Water Plumber - Fire Protection Systems Home Building Act 1989 
Water Plumber - Fire Sprinkler Systems Home Building Act 1989 
Water Plumber - Urban Irrigation Home Building Act 1989 
 

Northern Territory 
Gas-fitter - Provisional Gas-fitting Certificate Dangerous Goods Act 
Gas-fitter - Gas-fitting Certificate Dangerous Goods Act 2004 
Advanced Tradesman - Drainer Plumbers and Drainers Licensing Act 2003 
Advanced Tradesman - Plumber Plumbers and Drainers Licensing Act 2003 
Advanced Tradesman - Plumber and Drainer Plumbers and Drainers Licensing Act 2003 
Journeyman - Drainer Plumbers and Drainers Licensing Act 2003 
Journeyman - Plumber Plumbers and Drainers Licensing Act 2003 
Journeyman - Plumber and Drainer Plumbers and Drainers Licensing Act 2003 
 

Queensland 
Backflow prevention (endorsement on a plumbers licence) Plumbing & Drainage Act 2002 
Drainers Licence Plumbing & Drainage Act 2002 
Fire protection – commercial and industrial (endorsement on a plumbers licence) Plumbing & Drainage Act 
2002 
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Fire protection – domestic and residential (endorsement on a plumbers licence) Plumbing & Drainage Act 
2002 
On-site sewerage facility maintenance (endorsement on a drainers licence) Plumbing & Drainage Act 2002 
Plumbers Licence Plumbing & Drainage Act 2002 
Restricted Licence - Drainer - On-Site sewerage facility Plumbing & Drainage Act 2002 
Restricted Licence - Water Plumber – Electrical Plumbing & Drainage Act 2002 
Restricted Licence - Water Plumber - Fire protection - (Hydrants and Hose reels) Plumbing & Drainage Act 
2002 
Restricted Licence - Water Plumber - Fire Protection (commercial and industrial) Plumbing & Drainage Act 
2002 
Restricted Licence - Water Plumber - Fire Protection (domestic and residential) Plumbing & Drainage Act 
2002 
Restricted Licence - Water Plumber – Gas Plumbing & Drainage Act 2002 
Restricted Licence - Water Plumber – Irrigation Plumbing & Drainage Act 2002 
Thermostatic mixing valve (endorsement on a plumbers licence) Plumbing & Drainage Act 2002 
Trade Contractor - Drainage Queensland Building Services Authority Act 1991 
Trade Contractor - Fire Hose Reels and Fire Hydrants Queensland Building Services Authority Act 1991 
Trade Contractor - Fire Sprinkler Systems (Domestic and Residential) Queensland Building Services Authority 
Act 1991 
Trade Contractor - Fire Sprinkler Systems (other than Domestic and Residential) Queensland Building Services 
Authority Act 1991 
Trade Contractor - Fixed Fire Pump Sets Queensland Building Services Authority Act 1991 
Trade Contractor - Gas-fitting Queensland Building Services Authority Act 1991 
Trade Contractor - Irrigation Queensland Building Services Authority Act 1991 
Trade Contractor - Metal Facias and Gutters Queensland Building Services Authority Act 1991 
Trade Contractor - Plumbing and Drainage Queensland Building Services Authority Act 1991 
Trade Contractor – Roof and Wall Cladding Queensland Building Services Authority Act 1991 
 

South Australia  
Gas-fitting Contractors Licence Plumbers, Gas-fitters and Electricians Act 1995 
Gas-fitting Workers Registration Plumbers, Gas-fitters and Electricians Act 1995 
Plumbing Contractors Licence Plumbers, Gas-fitters and Electricians Act 1995 
Plumbing Contractors Licence – Restricted 
Plumbing Workers Registration Plumbers, Gas-fitters and Electricians Act 1995 
Plumbing Workers Registration –Restricted Plumbers, Gas-fitters and Electricians Act 1995 

Tasmania  
Advanced Plumber Registration: Sanitary Plumbing Plumbers and Gas-fitters Registration Act 1951 
Advanced Plumber Registration: Mechanical Services Plumbing Plumbers and Gas-fitters Registration Act 
1951 
Advanced Plumber Registration: Water Plumbing Plumbers and Gas-fitters Registration Act 1951 
Advanced Plumber Registration: Roof Plumbing Plumbers and Gas-fitters Registration Act 1951 
Advanced Plumber Registration: Draining Plumbers and Gas-fitters Registration Act 1951 
Gas-fitter Registration Plumbers and Gas-fitters Registration Act 1951 
Journeyman Registration – Sanitary Plumbing or Mechanical Services Plumbing Plumbers and Gas-fitters 
Registration Act 1951 
Certificate of Competency in Gas-fitting (Natural Gas) Workplace Health and Safety Act 1995 
 

Victoria  
Plumber - Draining Work Licence Building (Plumbing) Act 1998 
Plumber – Gas-fitting Licence Building (Plumbing) Act 1998 
Plumber - Mechanical Services Licence Building (Plumbing) Act 1998 
Plumber - Roofing and Stormwater Licence Building (Plumbing) Act 1998 
Plumber - Sanitary Licence Building (Plumbing) Act 1998 
Plumber - Water Supply Licence Building (Plumbing) Act 1998 
Plumbing Registration (All Classes) Building (Plumbing) Act 1998 



 

116 | P a g e  
 

Plumbing (Backflow Prevention) Work - Specialised Licence Building (Plumbing) Act 1998 
Plumbing (Residential and Domestic Fire Sprinkler Systems) Work - Specialised Licence Building (Plumbing) 
Act 1998 
Plumbing (Type A Gas Appliance Conversion) Work - Specialised Licence Building (Plumbing) Act 1998 
Plumbing (Type B Gas-fitting) Work - Specialised Licence Building (Plumbing) Act 1998 
 

Western Australia 
Gas-fitting Authorisation Gas Standards Act 1972 
Gas-fitting Permit Class E Gas Standards Act 1972 
Gas-fitting Permit Class G Gas Standards Act 1972 
Gas-fitting Permit Class I Gas Standards Act 1972 
Plumbing Contractor's Licence Water Services Licensing Act 1995 
Restricted plumbing permit Water Services Licensing Act 1995 
Tradesperson's licence Water Services Licensing Act 1995 
Tradesperson's licence (drainage plumbing) Water Services Licensing Act 1995 
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Appendix 3 – Case Studies 
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Case Study 1 – Blended Delivery of Certificate IV – Bendigo Regional 
Institute of TAFE, Vic 
  

Synopsis:   

Bendigo Regional Institute of TAFE (BRIT) was the first RTO in Victoria to begin 
delivering the Certificate III in Plumbing and Services when the BCP03 Training 
Package was introduced.  As a result, the students from BRIT finished their 
apprenticeship six to twelve months ahead of students from other Institutes.  Towards 
the end of the course, BRIT teachers found that there was a demand from students to 
proceed to the Certificate IV level in order to achieve their plumbing licence.  In 
developing the program, plumbing teachers Lyle Kelson and Gary Fox decided to offer 
the full Certificate IV rather than just the licensing units. 

 

Purpose: 

Lyle and Gary put forward a business case to BRIT management in 2009 to justify why 
the Institute should fund the full Certificate IV and, seeing the opportunities available 
from being the first TAFE in Victoria to offer this qualification, management agreed.  
The rationale put forward by the teachers related to the apparent demand by 
students for ongoing training.  According to Lyle, ‘There are a lot of apprentices who 
want to better themselves.  They don’t just want to be registered plumbers.  They 
want to go on to a career and are willing to invest in 
training’.  The teachers also felt that having a qualification 
on their resumé would make these students more 
competitive, as well as giving them a more in-depth 
understanding of the trade.  Lyle estimates that a student 
will take 18 – 24 months to complete the program. 

 

Status: 

In approving the implementation of the full Certificate IV at BRIT, Institute 
management gave Lyle and Gary time off from their teaching load to develop the 
program.  To do this, they invited industry representatives to an information session 
in order to find out how much support such a course would receive.  The employers 
who attended gave a significant amount of feedback.  The initial concerns expressed 
by employers included the worry that the program would simply turn out plumbers 
who ‘would set up business up the street and become the opposition’.  Lyle and Gary 
were careful to discuss the Certificate IV in terms of the additional knowledge which 
students would gain and the extra value they would then have as employees.  This 
strategy resulted in strong support for the qualification from those in attendance.  
The second issue which concerned employers was the need to release students to 
attend classes. 

This issue influenced the structure of the program Lyle and Gary designed.  The 
decision was made to offer a blended delivery model, with some evening classes, a 
full day class on one Monday per month, which was intended to coincide with the 
rostered day off, and self paced distance learning.  Lyle estimates that students will 
attend for approximately twenty Monday classes throughout the life of the program. 

Preparation for the program required a number of activities to be undertaken.  
Firstly, the teachers themselves had to become qualified at the Certificate IV level.  
This meant that Lyle and Gary had to develop an RPL process.  To ensure that they 
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were meeting audit and AQTF requirements, Lyle and Gary brought in an RPL expert 
and industry experts to put them through an intensive RPL process.   

Secondly, they needed to build up the required student resources.  In developing 
these, Lyle and Gary used existing learner guides and then expanded on these with 
additional original material.  The philosophy which underpinned the development 
required them to ‘look at the material from the perspective of the student, sitting at 
home at the kitchen table.  What material would they need to be able to successfully 
complete the work at home?’  Gary also explains that students who are more 
computer literate can access the learning material and assessments electronically via 
email contact with the teachers. 

Whilst it was necessary to develop some individual assessment tasks, the decision was 
also made to integrate the major assessment requirements for most of the units into 
building up a portfolio of evidence for one universal project, requiring the 
development of an overall plumbing plan.  Those individuals who only intended to 
complete the licensing units could work on the same assessment task, but only 
incorporate the relevant licensing units. 

The Certificate IV program commenced at BRIT in August 2008.  Students completing 
the Certificate III were advised that the Certificate IV would be offered in a blended 
delivery mode.  Gary advises that the program was promoted to potential students 

through the career path opportunities provided.  He states 
that there was some concern about how many students would 
actually proceed, given that this was not compulsory training.  
On the first Monday, 45 students attended, requiring the class 
to be split.  According to Lyle, this level of take-up was 
particularly exciting for a Regional TAFE. 

As word spread about the course, a number of metropolitan 
students joined the program.   Some of these students are 
doing the licensing units through their own local TAFE 
institute and then undertaking the remaining units through 
BRIT.  These students are working in a purely distance 

education mode, and have decided amongst themselves to form a study group to 
support each other with the learning. 

In discussing the program, Lyle states that the Monday classes are designed to ensure 
that the students have all of the relevant information they need to successfully 
complete the unit.  The students are keen to be in the classroom and are self-
motivated to learn.  This strong engagement makes the classes more enjoyable, if 
somewhat more challenging, for the teachers as well as the students, with much more 
interaction than occurs at the Certificate III level.   

 

Benefits:    

As mentioned earlier, the major benefit identified by Lyle and Gary is for students to 
be able to include successful completion of the Certificate IV on their resumé, as well 
as the deeper understanding they gain of the industry. 

An additional benefit provided by the program is the inclusion of a 2D computer 
drawing unit which helps them in doing their plans for assessment.  This unit gives 
them an introduction to computer aided design.  Students are taught about CAD 
programs, but they are also taught how to use Word Draw.  This is very useful for 
those who do not have access to CAD software.  According to Gary, this unit provides 
very useful skills for those students intending to go on to a career as a hydraulics 
design consultant. 
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Lessons Learnt: 

According to Lyle one of the first challenges was in developing a comprehensive 
business plan in order to establish support from management.  The next issue to be 
dealt with was finding the time to develop the student resources, including the 
learner guides and assessments.  According to Lyle, ‘In a perfect world, it would have 
been good to have every thing ready before they started’. 

Lyle has also identified the need for a more in-depth student management system to 
coordinate the distance learners.  ‘With students at all different stages, it can be 
difficult to keep track of who’s doing what and what stage they are at.  A better 
system would enable us to follow up with students who are getting behind’. 

BRIT is lucky to have funding to assist with the cost of the course.  Lyle sees that this 
may be a challenge for other Institutes which have to charge fee for service, as this 
may make the Certificate IV too expensive for many young plumbers. 

 

Future Plans: 

Lyle sees a number of advancements being made with the program in the future.  
Firstly, about a quarter of the program still needs to be developed.  Lyle hopes that 
other Institutes will become involved in this process through the National Plumbing 
Services Training Advisory Group (NPSTAG). 

He also believes that, given the more 
theoretical nature of the Certificate IV units, 
it should be possible to develop them from a 
truly national perspective than has been the 
case with the Certificate III program. 

Lyle also sees the program eventually having 
an on-line option, although he believes that 
there will always be a place for traditional 
distance education models to meet the needs 
of students who do not have access to a 
computer. 

Lyle and Gary have also considered the next step, with enquiries already being 
received with regard to the availability of a Diploma level program, although this is 
still in the conceptual stage. 

Lyle believes that, as training providers, they need to be flexible and ‘think outside 
the square’ to deliver the higher level qualifications in more innovative ways. 

 

Contact(s) for further details: 

Contact: Lyle Kelson 

   Bendigo Regional Institute of TAFE 

   Tel: 03  5434 1639 

   E-mail:  lkelson@britafe.vic.edu.au 
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Case Study 2 – Certificate IV and Diploma programs – Skills Tech, 
Qld 
  

Synopsis:   

For the past six years, Skills Tech in Queensland has been offering students a pathway 
from Certificate III, through Certificate IV to Diploma by delivering a number of State 
based plumbing related qualifications.  These programs are offered through a 
combination of classwork and on-line delivery, and students are enrolled from all over 
Australia, as well as from overseas. 

 

Purpose: 

For the past six years, Skills Tech has been offering an RPL process combined with gap 
training at the Certificate IV level, with take up by students from all over Australia.  
As a result, the decision was made to offer a State based Certificate IV program which 
would be delivered totally on-line.  This has made the course accessible to anyone, 
regardless of where they are located. 

For a number of years, program coordinator Neville Bullock and his team have also 
been developing a Diploma level program for those students wanting to take up a 
career as a hydraulics design consultant. 

These programs now have students enrolled from all over Australia as well as a 
number of international students from as far away as New Zealand, Malaysia, 
Christmas Island and the Caribbean.  Enquiries about the programs have also been 
received from India.  With the release of the new CPC08 Training Package, the State 
based courses are now being mapped to national qualifications. 

 

Status: 

The Certificate IV and Diploma programs have proven very popular with students as 
they can study at their own pace and the e-learning model has meant that distance is 
not an issue. 

Approximately 60% of students are qualified plumbers, with the remaining 40% coming 
from a drafting/design background.  
Approximately 15% are new to the industry and 
are working in a consulting office.  Student ages 
range from 19 to 50 and about 10% are female. 

The Skills Tech team has been working hard to 
produce the on-line resources required for the 
two programs.  However, due to the high 
demand, the decision was made to also offer 
some fast-track classwork.  Students can attend 
a class at Skills Tech in which a competency will 
be covered over a Saturday, Monday, Tuesday 
and Wednesday.  Some students fly in from 
interstate to attend these classes.   

Neville, who is a member of the Hydraulics Association, has used his networks to 
source highly knowledgeable industry experts to assist with the content of the on-line 
course.  These experts contribute their time and expertise to improve the industry.  
Neville then works with Skills Tech staff to translate that material into on-line 
resources. 
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Neville advises that there are currently about seventy students working through the 
Certificate IV and Diploma courses, with most of those undertaking the Certificate IV 
intending to continue on.  Geoff Britten, who teaches the licensing units in both face 
to face and on-line modes, reinforces this view.  Neville estimates that it will take a 
student approximately two to three years to complete the Certificate IV and another 
two years to complete the Diploma.  To date about fifteen students have completed 
the Certificate IV and ten have completed the Diploma. 

The Queensland Certificate IV and Diploma qualifications are recognised nationally.  
However, Neville advises that the original State based Certificate IV program has now 
been mapped to the new CPC08 Training Package Certificate IV and Neville is 
preparing to transition students across to the new national program.    

 

Benefits:    

According to Neville, having a mixture of plumbers and non-plumbers in the class 
together works very well, with the design students being able to draw on the 
practical expertise of the plumbers and the plumbers being able to draw on the 
drafting and design expertise of the others.  In this way, the students work in a co-

learning environment. 

Neville also believes that the on-line model 
develops problem solving, analytical and 
research skills in students.  Geoff says that 
the on-line model also fits in with the busy 
lifestyle of many plumbers who do not have 
time to attend night classes. 

As has been stated previously, the 
Queensland qualifications are recognised 
nationally.  However, a qualified hydraulics 
designer can also work anywhere in world. 

Neville advises that the development and delivery of the on-line Certificate IV and 
Diploma programs have ‘given Skills Tech a bit of kudos’.  The courses have also 
generated additional business in RPL and gap training as well. 

 

Lessons Learnt: 

In looking back, Neville does not see anything that he would have done differently, 
except for wishing that he could have had all of the on-line materials developed 
earlier.  Like all on-line courses, Neville also recognises that this form of study can be 
harder for some students who prefer to have the face to face time with the teacher. 

Geoff states that the on-line model takes a lot more ‘teacher time’.  Rather than 
dealing with a whole class at once, on-line learning requires the teachers to be 
dealing with students on a much more individual basis.  However, whilst this may take 
more time, Geoff says that it is also very rewarding for teachers. 

Geoff also believes that there is a challenge in developing clear, quality 
communication processes with students who are studying remotely.  He says that it is 
critical to have ‘100% clarity about the information being provided and the 
expectations of students in the program’. 

Another of the difficulties has been to find teachers who can deliver at these higher 
levels.  However, Neville has found a number of industry experts who are enthusiastic 
about being involved in the training, and Neville oversights the process to ensure that 
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all of the necessary educational requirements are met.  He has found that this 
cooperative approach works well and sees it continuing in the future. 

 

Future Plans: 

 

All of the Certificate IV is now on-line.  Four of 
the Diploma competencies are available on line, 
and 4-5 are still being developed.  However, 
there are still ten units to be developed.  Geoff 
sees the on-line materials growing in quality as 
time goes by.  He also believes that it is 
important to gain a clear understanding of what 
students need and how better to ‘stage’ the 
materials on-line. 

As mentioned earlier, students now have the 
option to undertake some fasttrack classwork.   
Feedback from students is that they would prefer these classes to be conducted over 
a Saturday to Monday timeframe, and this is currently being considered. 

Whilst it has been relatively easy to map the State based Certificate IV to the new 
Training Package, there is a major problem in doing this for the Diploma, which is far 
more complex.  Neville advises that Skills Tech is currently considering what this will 
mean for the future of this program. 

 

 

 

 

Contact(s) for further details: 

Contact: Neville Bullock 

   Skills Tech, Australia: Acacia Ridge, Queensland  

   Tel: 07 3244 0388 
 
   E-mail:  neville.bullock@deta.qld.gov.au 
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Case Study 3 – An Industry Commitment to Training –A. G. Coombs, 
Vic 
  

Synopsis:   

A. G. Coombs is the largest air conditioning company in Melbourne.  The company is a 
64 year old privately owned business with a strong commitment to the apprenticeship 
and training system.  In fact, the founder, Alan George Coombs received an Order of 
Australia in the 1979 Australia Day honours for his contribution to the Plumbing, 
Airconditioning and Mechanical Services industry and education, and was one of the 
founders and driving forces behind the establishment of the Airconditioning and 
Mechanical Contractors’ Association of Australia (AMCA).  As well as being committed 
to the apprenticeship system, the company also supports its employees in ongoing 
learning and development. 

 

Purpose: 

The A.G. Coombs group of companies consists of service, fire, engineering and 
projects, which includes both commercial and industrial mechanical plumbing.  The 
Projects business employs 150 plumbers on various sites.  The philosophy of the 
company is that they do not just employ a person for the four years of the 
apprenticeship.  They think of the long term 
and seek to establish an environment in 
which that person will be employed for 
twenty years or more.  Kyle Paten, the 
Projects business apprentice mentor, is a 
twenty year veteran himself.  At the 
moment, the company employs 40+ staff 
with 21 years or more service, and there 
have been 116 people serve the company for 
21+ years during the company’s history.  
There are also four plumbers with over forty 
years service and one with in excess of fifty 
years service.  All of these individuals started their apprenticeships with the 
company. 

This results in a culture which takes ‘home grown’ skills and knowledge very 
seriously.  At the moment, A. G. Coombs has 27 plumbing apprentices in the Projects 
business, and 55 over the whole Group.  This culture of ongoing professional 
development is carried over to the qualified plumbers as well, with A.G. Coombs 
seeing attainment of the Certificate IV as a mandatory requirement in the future.   

According to Freya Dahl, the company’s Human Resources Officer, A. G. Coombs 
works with each individual in the business to identify their preferred career path and 
to tailor a training plan to assist them in achieving their desired outcomes. 

 
Status: 

The company has a robust process in place for managing its large apprentice 
population, with 3 monthly formal review contacts between Kyle, Freya and the 
apprentices themselves.  By ensuring that they are given constant feedback and 
support, A. G. Coombs prepares the apprentices for their future. 

Freya explains that A.G. Coombs takes a six year outlook towards its apprentices, 
with the four years of the apprenticeship being followed by two years during which 
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the young people consolidate what they have learnt and build on these skills.  
Ensuring that the apprentices successfully complete their trade school component is 
the major priority.  During the apprentice’s fourth year, the company supports them 
in gaining their Certificate IV level Mechanical Services competency and, where 
possible, other Level 4 units including Sanitary and Gas.  This assists them in 
advancing their practical experience as well as building a training culture into all of 
the employees. 

Of the last six apprentices who graduated two years ago, one is now a site foreman 
managing a $15M project; two have gone on to achieve their welding tickets; and 
another is a leading hand.  This commitment to ongoing training and development 
ensures that these young people have access to a wide variety of career paths. 

With the changeover to the national Training Package, A. G. Coombs is now working 
to establish a process for young plumbers to gain their full Certificate IV, and will 
expect them to continue with their professional development as they grow with the 
company.   

Kyle has identified some issues now that the Certificate IV will need to be done in the 
student’s own time and states that the 
company is considering ‘incentivising’ this 
requirement to encourage young people to 
continue.   

As mentioned earlier, each employee of 
the company completes an individual 
training plan and suitable training 
interventions are then identified.  Those 
employees who have successfully 
completed their apprenticeships can move 
on to become site foremen, project 

managers or continue to develop advanced craft skills in their trade.  In undertaking 
the various training options, employees are supported with time off work and 
payment of training costs. 

Freya describes a number of the different training programs which are offered to 
staff.   These include a Certificate in Workplace Supervision run by the AMCA in which 
students learn skills such as handling conflict and contributing to effective work 
teams.  The company also offers computer skills training for those who need it, as 
well as a variety of programs offered by the Australian Institute of Management.  
Staff are also supported in attending courses on First Aid, Occupational Health and 
Safety, as well as programs to improve their trade related skills.  Assistance in gaining 
a variety of tickets, such as dogging and rigging, is also offered. 

When employees have gained some experience, A. G. Coombs identifies potential 
leaders and invites them to participate in an in-house training program where they 
interact with employees from within the whole Group.  This intensive program uses 
outside expert facilitators to work with in-house trainers, and assists employees to 
develop a range of skills to prepare them for higher level positions with the company.   

 

Benefits:    

As mentioned earlier, there are a large number of staff with long term experience 
with the company.  This ‘corporate knowledge’ helps the company to build on its 
already very successful business.   
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By looking after their staff, A. G. Coombs is also building staff loyalty and an 
understanding of the opportunities within the business for those who are willing to 
continue with their professional development. 

The Certificate IV is the ‘stepping stone’ to a wide range of career opportunities with 
the company, and staff are strongly encouraged to take up development 
opportunities.   

The use of outside facilitators assists the company to stay up to date with training 
processes.  Freya works with these facilitators through a review process to ensure 
that the training is meeting student needs.  This process also enables students with 
particular needs to be identified and assisted. 

 

Lessons Learnt: 

Kyle says that the company has some concern about the current structure of the 
Certificate IV training.  He says that it is difficult for an apprentice to finish the 
Certificate III and then have to face up to four to five years of night school in order to 
gain the Certificate IV.  He is hoping that the 
local TAFE College will get funding to run day 
classes at Certificate IV level, as this would 
be a more manageable process for the 
company in ensuring that students attend.   

While this is being discussed, Kyle is 
concerned that they have a number of young 
people ‘sitting in limbo’ waiting to be able to 
commence the Certificate IV.  He says that it 
can be difficult to stay motivated to study 
when there is a gap between finishing the Certificate III and starting Certificate IV. 

Freya is also aware that, in a company with a strong training culture, it is important 
to maintain some balance between the work and training commitments of staff. 
Tailoring the training process to the needs of over 400 staff can also make the HR 
systems very complex. 

 

Future Plans: 

Both Kyle and Freya are committed to the ongoing development of the plumbing staff 
in the company.  They work constantly with those staff to ensure a smooth transition 
from the apprenticeship into the mainstream development opportunities offered by 
A. G. Coombs and say that the company reaps the benefits of a committed, well 
trained workforce.  This also helps with the succession planning needed in such a 
large business. 

Freya states that the training process is working well in the company.  However, they 
are not resting on their laurels.  They are continually seeking feedback from both 
employees and facilitators to refine the various programs and see that a continuous 
improvement culture is vital to the ongoing effectiveness of their staff development. 

 

Contact(s) for further details: 

Contact: Kyle Paten 

A. G. Coombs 

   Tel: 0438 452 274 
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   E-mail:  kpaten@agcoombs.com.au 

 

Contact: Freya Dahl 

A. G. Coombs 

   Tel: 0403 451 982 

   E-mail:  fdahl@agcoombs.com.au 
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Case Study 3 – An Industry/Union Approach to Training –Plumbing 
Industry Climate Action Centre, Vic 
  

Synopsis:   

The Plumbing Industry Climate Action Centre (PICAC) is an innovative new venture 
which has seen the Communications, Electrical, Plumbing Union (CEPU), Master 
Plumbers and Mechanical Services Association of Australia and National Fire 
Association working in cooperation to develop and deliver post-trade training out of a 
five star environmentally designed building.  The training being delivered in this 
Centre is a mix of accredited units of competency and short, topic specific courses 
designed to meet the needs of an industry faced with many new and emerging 
technologies. 

 

Purpose: 

During the last round of Enterprise Bargaining in Victoria, an agreement was reached 
to implement an industry training levy for each plumbing employee.  This levy, known 
as the Plumbing Joint Training Fund, has been designed to contribute to increasing 
the skills of members of the plumbing 
industry. 

In 2006, members of the National Fire 
Association, Mechanical Contractors’ 
Association, Master Plumbers and 
Mechanical Services Association of 
Australia (MPMSAA) and the CEPU visited 
the United States to examine their 
training systems.  They were impressed 
by a system through which an employer 
group was working with the union to 
develop and deliver training.  In 2007, 
Doug McClusky, Director of Training 
Services, followed with a visit to the 
United States which also included the MPMSAA’s Vin Ebejer, MPMSAA’s General 
Manager Business Operations.  Doug then continued on to Europe and Britain.  After 
this visit, the various Association and union representatives sat down to determine 
the priority post-trade training needs for the plumbing and services sector, and to 
design a Centre from which to deliver this training. 

 
Status: 

With the income generated by the Plumbing Joint Training Fund, as well as 
contributions from the union and the MPMSAA, four small factory shells were 
purchased off the plan at a commercial/industrial Brunswick location.  This site was 
considered optimum due to the proximity of train, bus and tram services as well as 
the capacity for parking. 

At the time of purchase, the factories consisted of tilt slab walls, metal deck roofing 
and slab floors.  The decision was made to not only develop the Centre as a focus for 
innovative training, but to also showcase it as a five star green environmental 
building.  In order to achieve this, a design consultant was employed to work with the 
industry and union representatives, and the five star rating was achieved. 
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With funding from the Building Commission, the Plumbing Industry Commission and 
the Victorian Government, design plans were completed in October 2007, internal 
building fitout was commenced in February 2008, and the Plumbing Industry Climate 
Action Centre was officially opened by the Premier, John Brumby, on 8 April 2009.  
According to the Premier, the PICAC ‘would provide plumbing training to practising 
plumbers with a focus on sustainability, energy saving, waste reduction and water 
conservation’19. 

In doing this, Doug McClusky describes the new and emerging technology which has 
been incorporated into the building.  This includes a range of solar and water related 
technologies, including a co-generation plant.  Doug states that the Centre is not only 
designed to provide post-trade training for plumbers, but is also presented as a 
showcase of technologies to better educate members of the public, as well as 
consultants, architects and designers. 

A range of manufacturers and suppliers have provided appliances on which students 
can be trained.  These new technologies often include electronics, so up-skilling 
plumbers to correctly install and maintain them is vital. These technologies include 

sophisticated irrigation systems, pumping, 
storage and water recycling systems.  The 
building has been designed so that students will 
be able to work on individual appliances 
without affecting the overall building systems. 

Whilst no practical training has yet commenced 
at the PICAC, the Centre has already completed 
about 80,000 student contact hours of theory 
training.  As more equipment is installed, the 
students will move into the practical 
components.  The Centre is also delivering the 

Certificate IV in Training and Assessment and the Diploma of Occupational Health and 
Safety. 

According to Doug, students come from all sectors of the industry and include young 
plumbers who have recently become trade qualified and are looking to work in niche 
markets, through to older plumbers who realise the changes which have occurred in 
the industry over the past twenty years, and want to improve their skills in order to 
increase their client base. 

 

Benefits:    

Vin states that ‘plumbing is at the coalface of environmental work.  If we can’t get 
the plumbing industry trained and focused on addressing these issues, it doesn’t 
matter how much Government talks about it, it won’t get done’.  Vin reflects that 
this is not a new issue for the MPMSAA and discusses the Association’s minutes from 
1892, in which concern was expressed about water and air quality.  He also states 
that the MPMSAA has been involved in climate change training since 2000. 

Doug advises that the Centre has generated a lot of interest with visitors coming from 
as far away as Queensland, Western Australia and the United States.  Feedback from 
these visitors is that they are very impressed with what the Centre is achieving and 
the way in which the industry and union have come together to provide a cooperative 
service. 

                                                
 
19 http://www.premier.vic.gov.au/premier/plumbing-centre-to-deliver-skills-for-green-economy.html 
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The overall benefit provided by the Centre is to showcase what can be achieved in 
energy efficiency to both industry practitioners and members of the public.  The 
PICAC is also designed to stay at the cutting edge of research and technology, with 
capacity to integrate new technologies as they emerge.  For example, the co-
generation system which has been installed will soon be complemented by a tri-
generation system. 

In delivering the training and inviting the public and design consultants to visit the 
Centre, Doug hopes to educate these people about how to better use environmentally 
friendly systems to ‘help green the world’. 

 

Lessons Learnt: 

According to Doug, there were a number of 
challenges in establishing the PICAC.  The first, 
and most obvious one, was in accessing the 
funds required to set up such an ambitious 
project.  Vin advises that the MPMSAA and CEPU 
had to first convince their own organisations to 
provide the money to purchase the buildings.  
He goes on to state that the engagement of the 
Victorian Government, the Plumbing Industry 
Commission and the Building Commission with 
the MPMSAA and the CEPU in providing the 
funding for design and fitout is an indication of 
the importance placed on this service. 

The second challenge was in working with the existing factory shells and being able to 
convert such large concrete buildings into a five star green rated Centre.  Having to 
work the interior design to fit the existing exterior walls also required a lot of work. 

It was also necessary to spend a lot of time consulting with industry to ensure that 
the training provided by the PICAC was relevant to their needs and reflected what 
would be needed in the future.  According to Vin, the support from industry has been 
overwhelming. 

 

Future Plans: 

As stated earlier, the training currently being delivered is a mix of accredited 
competencies from a range of national Training Packages, together with topic specific 
short courses.  In the future, Doug can see the PICAC developing its own qualifications 
at the Certificate IV level. 

He also believes that the potential of the Centre is only limited by ‘the imagination 
and people’s ability to move beyond what they think is the norm now’.  He states 
that, in the future, the PICAC will be able to educate the public in how to produce 
their own energy.  Vin also reflects this vision of working with the public to improve 
their environmental practices. 

Both Vin and Doug also see the potential for the PICAC to grow in Victoria as more 
manufacturers, suppliers and other groups become involved, and to be replicated in 
other States. 
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Contact(s) for further details: 

Contact: Doug McClusky 

   Plumbing Industry Climate Action Centre  

Tel:     0419 605 211 

   E-mail:  doug@pjtf.com.au 

 

Contact: Vin Eberjer 

   Master Plumbers and Mechanical Services Association of Australia 

   Tel:     03  9329 9622 

   E-mail:  vin@mpmsaa.org.au 

 

 

 




