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	Business training role ignored

	Joanna Mather  

	A survey has unearthed the significant yet largely ignored contribution that enterprise-based education and training plays in equipping the Australian workforce, prompting calls for greater recognition of the role of business in human capital development.
There are just over 250 enterprises registered as training organisations, or RTOs, in Australia. Some of the biggest are operated by Woolworths, Qantas, Westpac, McDonalds and large federal agencies such as the Australian Taxation Office and the Defence Department.
The survey, funded by the federal government and conducted by the Enterprise RTO Association, found they collectively issued about 90,000 formal vocational qualifications in 2008, spending an estimated $2.1 billion on training staff.
And yet this contribution is not included in official government statistics and goes largely unacknowledged, said the association's executive officer, Anthony Tyrrel.
"There's a substantial amount of skilling going on that really needs to be part of the national data," he said.
The survey provides the first quantitative data on the activities of enterprise RTOs. The association is calling for the contribution of enterprise RTOs to be acknowledged within the Council of Australian Governments' workforce skilling agenda.
COAG has set targets to halve the proportion of Australians aged 20 to 64 without qualifications at certificate III level or above by 2020 and to double the number of diploma and advanced diploma completions within the same timeframe.
Mr Tyrrel said the association's 40 major corporate members wanted government policies designed to encourage enrolments in TAFEs and private VET providers to be extended to enterprise RTOs.
The significant investment made by members could be leveraged to make an important contribution to achieving the COAG targets, he said.
RTOs are assessed and then registered by state and territory training authorities to deliver nationally recognised qualifications.
Most qualifications issued by enterprise RTOs are at the certificate II and certificate III level, with business services, transport and logistics and public safety the top three areas of study, the survey found.
Enterprise RTOs represent 5.2 per cent of all RTOs but generate at least 20 per cent of annual VET qualification completions across Australia.
"The key business drivers identified by enterprise RTOs are the ability to customise training and assessment needs and to provide control and flexibility over their delivery," the report said.
Respondents also said the ability to offer staff the opportunity to gain qualifications that would be recognised outside the company was good for recruitment and retention.
Surprisingly, though, the survey found online training to be almost non-existent in enterprise RTOs.
Despite making considerable investment in the area, none of the businesses surveyed count education and training as part of their core business.
When asked to estimate the total annual spending on RTO activities, respondents offered figures ranging from $15,000 a year to $8 million.
"The current total workforce of all enterprise RTOs . . . is estimated at around 1.4 million employees," the report said. "Combining this figure with an average expenditure per employee of $1550 allows an indicative estimate of the total annual expenditure of all enterprise RTOs on training and development to be made at $2.1 billion."
Mr Tyrrel said few enterprise RTOs received substantial government funding. "It's very easy to think of these big companies as just dipping into public funding to train their staff," he said. "But the reality is they are a really large player in this VET sector, providing skills to tens of thousands of Australian workers each year and by and large not receiving government funding for that.”


