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Executive Summary 

 
This report forms the first stage of a project, funded by the Department of Education, 
Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR), and managed by the Construction and 
Property Services Industry Skills Council (CPSISC) through the consulting firm Altegis 
Group.  The project is being oversighted by a Steering Committee with wide industry 
representation and has been actively supported by the Australian Brick and Blocklaying 
Training Foundation (ABBTF).   

This first stage report reviews the current status of bricklaying apprenticeships and the 
present industry and training environment within which they operate.  The second stage 
of the project will gain important stakeholder input through direct surveys and further 
round-table consultation, to provide a customer-focused approach to solutions and 
improvements in the up-take of Australian Apprenticeships.  The methodology for this 
report involved desktop research, forums conducted in two States and interviews 
conducted with bricklaying employers and trainers. 

Industry overview 

The brick and blocklaying industry is made up mainly of small independent contractors, 
with the four largest employers accounting for less than 10% of annual industry revenue.  
Most businesses comprise sole proprietors with no employees.  Most of the small 
businesses which do employ staff maintain a small gang or simply involve a qualified 
tradesperson with a bricky’s labourer.   For some employers taking on an apprentice is a 
more cost effective strategy than having to employ a qualified bricklayer. 

Competition within the bricklaying industry is primarily on quality of workmanship and 
reputation with building contractors.  Although there appears to be an initial focus on 
the narrow band of pricing within regional marketplace for similar work, it appears that 
price is seldom the sole purpose for competition.  Bricklaying contractors tend to build 
strong relationships with clients with a focus on prime building contractors and property 
developers. Commercial, or non-residential, activity tends to attract a stronger price 
point in the marketplace, but is also accompanied by more stringent industrial 
instruments. 

The bricklaying industry is particularly susceptible to the business cycle due to the ease 
with which members enter and exit.  Apart from basic tools, there is little capital 
investment required by most workers.  The work is physically demanding and labour 
intensive.  The key success factors in the industry include understanding the market, 
having strong relationships with key clients, having a reputation for quality and 
timeliness, the capability to manage a business effectively and the ability to manage 
other contractors. 

The bricklaying trade has been relatively stable over the last few years with historically 
high levels of activity.  The current industry generates $1,550 million in revenue with an 
added value of $1,085 million, representing 0.1% of Australia’s GDP.  A trend towards 



 National Bricklaying Apprenticeship  
Status Report 

 

 
Page 2 

lower brick usage in residential construction has seen a slight decline in recent times, but 
this has been offset by an increase in commercial work. 

At the time of this report, the current economy is experiencing a substantial downturn 
due to the worldwide financial crisis.   This downturn is having a flow on effect on the 
construction, and therefore the bricklaying, industry.  It is estimated that housing starts 
will decline by 3% during 2009.  This falls on the heels of a 5% decline in 2008.  However, 
forecasts suggest a strong recovery during 2010, which will put additional pressure on 
bricklaying services.  A 12% increase in workforce represents approximately 3,100 
bricklayers.  In order to make up this shortfall, apprentice numbers would need to double 
their current in-training numbers.   

The Australian Census figures from 2006 showed that there were 25,979 individuals who 
identified themselves as bricklayers or stonemasons.  Bricklayers are spread throughout 
the country, with a high density in Western Australia, primarily due to the propensity of 
double brick construction.   

Most job opportunities come from skilled labour leaving the industry, with one research 
report identifying that, in 2001, only 10% of job opportunities were created through 
growth in industry demand.  The high turnover is also reflected in the number of 
bricklaying businesses which exit the industry each year.   This is compounded by the fact 
that the industry is mainly made up of an aging workforce.  In 2006, roughly 47% of 
bricklayers were over the age of 40 and 24% were over the age of 50.   

This issue of an aging workforce highlights the importance of the bricklaying 
apprenticeship system.  ABS and NCVER data shows that there is a national average of 
10.7 bricklaying apprentices per 100 bricklayers, with DEEWR and ABS suggesting that 
only 45% of bricklayers in Australia have trade qualifications.   

In order to gain a clearer picture of current and future labour needs, the ABBTF brick 
levy has been used to estimate the labour requirements for each State.  This information 
can then be used by Governments and the industry to identify demand and supply issues, 
and to develop appropriate strategies. 

Background on bricklaying training 

Bricklaying forms one of the oldest crafts in existence.  England, the United States, 
Canada and New Zealand all report a need for more qualified bricklayers and are trying 
to improve the take up of trade apprenticeships. 

In Australia, there are a number of issues impacting on the trade.  Firstly, whilst there is 
a great deal of information available about the trade, there are some problems in 
accessing accurate, timely statistical data.  This is due to the complex nature of the data 
and the multiple sources. 

As with the industry in general, bricklaying trade teachers represent an aging group and 
are leaving the workforce more rapidly than new teachers are entering.  With the 
requirements imposed by the introduction of a competency based training model and the 
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use of the BCG03 Training Package, the training process has become more complex and 
teachers are having to find more creative ways to engage students and employers. 

Bricklaying training structure 

ABBTF information identifies over forty public and private RTOs delivering bricklaying 
training throughout Australia.  Whilst a number of public RTOs have maintained their 
existing program structure of and delivery formats, others have been impacted by the 
increased competition from private RTOs, reduced student numbers or changed 
Government policies.  This has necessitated a more flexible approach to apprentice 
training.  Strategies include replacing the traditional apprentice ‘year’ with stages 
through which students can move at their own pace, effectively shortening the time 
required off the job for some apprentices.  Other RTOs are delivering some training and 
conducting assessments on the job, thereby allowing for the capacity to more effectively 
engage with employers.   

Whilst commencement data shows a general increase in student numbers, a number of 
RTOs have reported declining student numbers, resulting in reduced numbers of classes.  
This is exacerbated by a high level of attrition.  With respect to those apprentices who 
receive financial support from the ABBTF, data shows that, in 2007, 21.4% of supported 
directly employed apprentices left during their first year, as did 41.4% of apprentices 
employed through Group Training Companies (GTCs).  Overall completion rates for the 
whole of Australia average less than 50%.  Should these trends not be reversed, then the 
future looks bleak for the ongoing skill levels of bricklayers. 
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