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Introduction  

AMEC appreciates the opportunity to provide a submission to the Treasury, leading the 

Commonwealth Government’s consultation on the Employment White Paper (the white paper) 

following the national Jobs and Skills Summit in 2022.  

Recommendations 

▪ Align Commonwealth, State and Territory skills classification and migration lists; 

▪ ANZSCO should appropriately update the Driller skills classification, a role with a $120,000 

commencing salary; 

▪ Increase migration caps and allocation of resources workers under these caps; 

▪ Streamline access to foreign workers, including reducing visa processing times; 

▪ Develop a Commonwealth-lead STEM strategy to engage high-school students;  

▪ Lower the barrier for returning workers via consideration of pension scheme; 

About AMEC 

The Association of Mining and Exploration Companies (AMEC) is a national industry association 

representing over 540 member companies across Australia. Our members are mineral explorers, 

emerging miners, producers, and a wide range of businesses working in and for the industry. 

Collectively, AMEC’s member companies account for over $100 billion of the mineral exploration and 

mining sector’s capital value. 

Mineral exploration and mining make a critical contribution to Australia’s economy, directly employing 

over 274,000 people. In 2020/21 Industry generated a record high $301 billion in mining exports, 

invested $3.2 billion in exploration expenditure to discover the mines of the future, and collectively 

paid over $43.2 billion in royalties and taxes.  

Employment White Paper 

General Comments 

AMEC welcomes the concerted and decisive approach taken following the Commonwealth’s Skills 

Summit, to ensure the ‘skills shortage’ we are experiencing can be collaboratively addressed through 

efficient Government reforms, and private industry action.  

In previous periods of economic upswing, Australia’s minerals and mining industry has suffered from 

a lack of ‘skilled workers’. In this period of heightened investor interest, we have been hampered not 

only by access to local skilled workers, but also a shortage of workers to fill entry-level positions. This 
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has a substantial impact on health and safety, production rates, and ultimately, delays can 

significantly reduce the economic and social returns that can be delivered to the communities where 

mineral exploration and mining projects are located. 

With targeted action from Governments, with States, Territories and the Commonwealth working in 

tandem, we are confident the public policy and migration settings can support an employment 

framework, to deliver a favourable employment system for Australia’s future workforce.  

Mineral Exploration and Mining 

Mineral exploration and mining directly employ over 274,000 people in Australia. Industry can provide 

long-term, lifelong career opportunities, with highly skilled workforces possessing transferrable, in-

demand skills. The majority of roles offered within the sector provide opportunities for learning and 

development, both formal and on-the-job, and offer higher than average incomes.  

Whilst our preference is to provide local employment opportunities, to develop a highly skilled local 

workforce, there are challenges in attracting suitably qualified or interested workers to the sector. The 

nature of work is often remote, can be labour intensive, and a large variety of roles will require fly-in-

fly-out (FIFO) or drive-in-drive-out (DIDO) shift work arrangements. 

In April 2021, Mineral Resources identified that its growth was constrained by a lack of truck drivers, 

with 10,000 tonnes of ore a day unable to moving to port1.  In 2022, a host of companies have 

identified labour and skills shortages as a major barrier to further growth, and the ability to meet 

production targets, with AMEC member companies such as Fortescue Metals Group, and Mineral 

Resources reporting that they currently have around 1000 and 800 vacancies respectively. 

The labour shortage faced by the mining and mineral exploration industry is multifaceted, both a long-

term and short-term constraint on growth, and demands a broad strategic response from the 

Commonwealth Government. The post-COVID-19 recovery initiatives underway in each State with big 

infrastructure spends, means the skilled workers developing those projects are not available to the 

mining and mineral exploration sector.   

Therefore, there will be a strong reliance on interstate and international workers who are willing to 

undertake these remote placements, as a pathway to development and migration. It is vital our sector 

continues to attract skilled migrants and workers, to bolster our local workforce.  

Our sector experienced a similar skills shortage in 2011. To future-proof from similar occurrences, the 

ANZSCO and migration systems need to be more flexible and adaptable to shifts. It is recommended 

there is more alignment and consistency in the determination and recognition of skills classifications 

between the multiple skills lists across Commonwealth, State and Territory Government agencies, 

without unintended consequences. For example, if ANZSCO and the National Skills Commission 

(NSC), soon to be Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA) were to use the Australian Skills Classification as 

 

1 https://www.afr.com/companies/mining/hard-border-hits-truck-driver-shortage-iron-ore-exports-
20210416-p57jpr 
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implemented by the NSC, there should not be a duplication of existing holes or challenges, which 

continue to make it challenging for occupations experiencing shortages, to access necessary labour.  

The window of heightened demand we are in will not last forever, but if action is taken now, the skills 

shortage can be addressed. The development of transferrable skillsets for employment opportunities 

across the sector can continue to support a well-resourced future Australian industry. 

Australian and New Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO) 

AMEC has engaged with multiple Commonwealth, State and Territory Governments and agencies, 

about the need for an agile migration system and workforce settings. We welcome the review of 

ANZSCO in 2022/23, to update Australia’s labour market data that is used to underpin skills 

classifications, which directly impact access to visas and migrations lists. 

The recent and ongoing submissions we have made to the National Skills Commission, ABS and 

various ANZSCO consultations have emphasized the urgent need for Commonwealth-led reforms to 

ANZSCO, to enable Australia’s minerals sector to meet resourcing constraints. 

Currently, ANZSCO gives insufficient consideration of the formality and maturity of many industry 

training offerings, outside of the classroom environment. Whilst a classroom style environment can 

require three-to-four years of study, our industry is uniquely positioned to offer on the job training 

opportunities, which, ANZSCO should appropriately reflect in its skills classification levels. This is a 

significant shortfall of ANZSCO, resulting in certain occupations being rated at a lower skill level than 

they should be. 

Skilled migration  

AMEC supports the continuation of the Government’s Skilled Migration Program, and its significant 

expansion and review following the Prime Minister’s Job and Skills Summit.  A fit-for-purpose migration 

system for Australia’s future can provide an agile mechanism to alleviate shortages where the standard 

Australian labour market is unable to meet demand for suitably skilled and experienced workers.   

With declining local enrolments in Metallurgy, Geology and Geoscience courses at university level, our 

industry will also struggle to meet current and future demand, to extract the minerals of the future, and 

meet decarbonisation targets. Increasing national migration caps, and allocations of migrant workers to 

resources states through the national migration scheme, can contribute to addressing inflation and 

increasing operating and living costs. 

Driller (ANZSCO 712211) – entry level salary of $120,000 

A long-term point of advocacy for AMEC, has been the need to increase the skills classifications for 

Driller’s and Driller’s Assistants, to increase resourcing of this vital role in our sector. 

Drill rigs are expensive, sophisticated and complex apparatus. Entry-level Driller’s Assistants undergo 

extensive on the job training, from Drillers, to operate machinery in a safe and heavily regulated 

environment. These entry level roles offer salaries of roughly $120,000 annually, with countless 

training opportunities. Drillers are a highly mobile workforce, in global demand. This work is critical to 

mineral exploration, and the discovery of future mines.  
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Drilling for mineral exploration is a trade, requiring skilled, experienced drillers to safely operate 

technical machinery and specialise in various drilling apparatus. The skills classification should be 

changed to level 3, to reflect the significant training, on-the-job learning, and upskilling provided to 

Driller’s Assistants. The minimum training, qualification and experience for a Senior Mineral 

Exploration Driller and Drill Rig Supervisor includes: 

▪ Completion of Certificate III in Drilling Operations,  

▪ An ability to operate highly technical mechanical, electrical, hydraulic systems and associated 

rig equipment in a safety, Australian and International Standards and compliance focussed 

working environment, 

▪ 2 years plus on-the-job experience to operate complex and valuable drill rigs (valued at around 

$2-$3 million each), 

▪ Possession of a heavy vehicle licence and other high-risk work related licences (such as forklift 

and dogging), and  

▪ Senior First Aid Certificate.   

A senior mineral exploration driller or a drill rig supervisor is required on every drill rig in order to 

operate. This qualified position facilitates approximately eight other jobs. 

Vital mineral exploration efforts are being hindered across Australia because of difficulties in recruiting 

Drillers and offsiders. Drilling companies continue to experience severe staffing shortages due to a 

number of reasons, including extremely remote and often isolated work, the physical nature of the 

work, and the need for staff to pass pre-employment screening, despite the prospective employment 

opportunities available. This results in delayed or foregone opportunities, for local and the broader 

Australian community.  

A recent advertising campaign for 23 drilling vacancies cost over $16,000 in direct advertising costs, 

with less than 5% of applicants found suitable. As a consequence of non-COVID-19 resourcing 

shortages, over $350,000 in foregone revenue was experienced due to staffing shortages on almost 

50 shifts. As of 26 September 2022, there are over 2,200 job advertisements for Drillers on Seek. 

With this high level of vacancy, drilling companies are operating at approximately 80% of their 

capacity. An Australian Drilling Industry Association (ADIA) survey found in 2021 there were 

approximately 753 operating exploration rigs out of 890 in the market, with a rig utilisation rate of 

85%. There was however a need for 313 Drillers and 529 Driller’s Offsiders to meet demand.  

Visa processing 

Visa processing times, fees and complexity, are areas requiring urgent addressing by Government. The 

current delays and increasing fees in accessing foreign workers, are a business risk to the majority of 

junior companies. The ability of junior-to-mid-cap companies to access foreign workers is increasingly 

constrained. It requires addressing with dedicated resourcing to address visa processing backlog, and 

identification of streamlining and red tape reduction activities between the States and Commonwealth. 

Science Technology Engineering and Maths (STEM) 
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As identified by the Chief Scientist, two million of the 11 million people working in the Australian 

labour force in 2016[1] had a qualification in a STEM field.  Boosting the number of Australians 

qualified in STEM will have outsized benefits, and attract diverse entrants to our workforce.  It is 

recommended a Commonwealth Government-led strategy, in collaboration with the States and 

Territories, begins in early High School. 

With more critical minerals projects developing across the nation, companies are striving to meet 

renewables targets. They are embracing more automation and technological developments across 

industry. There is a need to promote the role of STEM more actively to students, and the career 

opportunities the mineral exploration and mining sector can afford.  

Lower the barrier for returning workers 

Further attention is needed to lower the barriers for workers to return to the workforce.  Adjustments 

to the Commonwealth pension scheme will make it easier for retired workers to reconsider offers to 

return to employment.  Consideration of reframing the asset and income tests for the pension so that 

workers can encouraged to return to work without fear of losing their pension would be beneficial.  It 

would also attract skilled workers back into the workforce, to ease the burden currently experienced 

through a limited pipeline of suitably qualified workers. 

Final Comment 

AMEC welcomes the opportunity to continue engaging with the Commonwealth Government, and 

other State and Territory Governments and agencies to progress the development of reforms to that 

will develop a more robust and agile skills environment.   

The recommendations outlined in this submission seek to strengthen Australia’s position as a premier 

location for the training, development and relocation of mineral exploration and mining workers into 

the future. With a plethora of lifelong career opportunities available in our world-class industry, there is 

momentum now, to develop an employment framework that supports and acknowledges the maturity 

of our mineral exploration and mining industry, and can respond to market shifts with agility, and 

minimal impact to business. 

For further information please contact: 

Neil van Drunen    Sam Panickar 

Director, WA, SA, NT,   Manager – SA, AMEC 

Industry Policy, AMEC   0423 914 249 

0407 057 443 

 

[1] https://www.chiefscientist.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-07/australias_stem_workforce_-_final.pdf 


