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Australia will need a very efficient migration sys-
tem if it is to compete with countries such as Can-
ada and the UK for skilled labour, says the 
nation’s newly appointed skills guru, Professor 
Peter Dawkins.

He says Australia’s success in achieving close 
to full employment combined with a reduction in 
migrants during Covid-19 had caused  the coun-
try’s skills system to “crack”, leaving us with 
shortages that could ultimately threaten nation-
al productivity.

Dawkins, one of Australia’s most renowned 
labour market economists and educationalists, 
was announced this week as interim director of 
the federal government’s new body, Jobs and 
Skills Australia, which will be fully established 
next year. He says our employment success is 
now testing our skills system – but it’s not all bad.

“A lot of people say skill shortages are a ter-
rible thing,” Dawkins says. “But there is a positive 
spin too, which is the reason is, we’re close to full 
employment, and actually it’s a good thing that 
we’re testing the skill system. We have to absol-
utely make sure we’ve got the education and 
training system really humming to make sure it’s 
producing the skills we need. 

“We can’t afford to be lazy about the skills sys-
tem, we need to make it operate very effectively, 
and we need to make sure we’ve got a very good 
way of matching the skills we’re producing with 
the jobs that are available. So that means a whole 
lot of system enhancement.”

Dawkins is confident there will be a sufficient-
ly large pool of labour available for skills training, 
with immigrants part of the supply.

“Once we’ve got migration flowing, once 
we’ve got international students flowing, there 
are still people who will want to come to Austra-
lia,” he says. 

“Having said that, because a number of other 
countries that have close to full employment and 
skill shortages want them too ... it is true that as 
well as having a very efficient labour market and 
a very efficient skills system, we need a very ef-
ficient migration system. If you’ve got a very 
complex migration system with all sorts of rules 
and complications and bureaucracy and lags, and 
other countries come up with a migration system 
that’s more streamlined and got kind of incen-
tives in it, then ... so it puts a sharp focus on our mi-
gration system too.”

JSA, which replaces the National Skills Com-
mission, will feed analysis and ideas into the cur-
rent federal review of immigration.

“People are saying the whole migration sys-
tem needs to be simplified,” Dawkins says. 
“(That) there need to be less categories of mi-

grants. That’s one of the hypotheses, a simplified 
system. And then there’s another hypothesis that 
we need to have a simpler way of using our infor-
mation about skill needs. It’s certainly something 
we’re going to look at.”

Dawkins has had a long career in policy for-
mulation, including as head of the Melbourne In-
stitute of Applied Economics and Social 
Research from 1996 to 2005. From 2011 to 2020, 
he was vice-chancellor at the dual-sector Victor-
ia University where he implemented a radical 
block teaching method and advocated strongly 
to “break down the divide between higher ed and 
VET (vocational education and training)”.

He notes the persistent issue of skills shorta-
ges in trades and says: “Why is it that we persist-
ently have a shortage of certain trades? It could 
be the way the system is organised, it could be to 
do with the incentives associated for the trainees 
and the employers. But there is another interest-
ing angle. I was reading one of the Jobs and Skills 
Australia reports this morning, in which they 
were talking about this very issue. 

“It turns out in the trades where there tends to 
be more persistent shortages, they tend to have a 
gender bias and so it’s particularly those male-
dominated trades where the proportion of 
women is very low. I think it’s also true that there 
are issues in female-dominated ones as well. It’s 
an interesting hypothesis that one of the poten-
tial solutions to fixing the trades issues is less gen-
der bias and more diversity in the trades.”

There’s also an issue with status: “In Australia, 
we tend to have a two-class view where higher 
education is seen as superior to technical profes-
sions. The status issue also goes to the status of 
the VET system relative to higher education.

 “We need to raise the status of these occupa-
tions like trades and also see very strong career 
paths into master trades, or high-level trades, ad-
vanced trades, and on into engineering and so on, 
and then pathways from VET to higher edu-
cation and vice versa, and joint qualifications be-
tween VET and higher ed that raise the status of 
these kinds of roles.”

Attitudes to VET are changing but “that idea 
of the two-class thing is reinforced by some pol-
icy settings. We have an Australian Qualifica-
tions Framework which tends to say higher 
education qualifications are the high ones and 
the vocational education qualifications are the 
low ones.”

Dawkins says a review by the late Professor 
Peter Noonan had advised the sectors to think 
about knowledge, skills and capability being pro-
duced in both sectors and all qualifications hav-
ing blend of the three dimensions.

“VET has traditionally been very much on the 
skills end (and) narrow-based competency as-
sessment, and higher ed has been very much on 
the knowledge end,” Dawkins says. “Now what 
higher ed needs to do – it’s on this path, but it 
needs to go further – is think about the capabili-
ties it is developing, which really you can think of 
as another word for skills. Things like problem 
solving, teamwork, all that sort of stuff should be 
developed and nurtured in the higher education 
system (which) needs to be more open to both 
championing those capabilities and assessing 
them. VET needs to be less tied up with narrow-
based competencies and move into broader 
capabilities. 

“Now, you’ll still have different blends, and 
VET will always be more on the practical end and 
higher ed more on the theoretical end, but 
there’ll be shades of grey and ... then you’ve got a 
more fluid (system). It’s not a hierarchy then.”

Dawkins says that while the market system 
should work to increase wages where there are 
labour shortages and thus encourage people into 
those areas, “in some labour markets, the wage 
mechanism is affected by the fact it’s not necess-
arily a free market” because of government fund-
ing. Governments wanted more care workers, for 
example, but raising wages increased the tax bill.
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Australia has too many charities with 
too many board directors unaware that 
they face tough competition in terms of 
their fundraising and their work, ac-
cording to Lisa Kingman, head of 
 Tanarra Philanthropic Advisors.

She says “it’s a tough world out 
there for charities, it’s competitive” yet 
a core weakness revealed in recent 
surveys of 100 small to medium chari-
ties was that they often don’t realise 
they have competitors. 

“So if you’re an education charity, 
for example, working in secondary 
schools to help disadvantaged child-
ren, by goodness you’ve got competi-
tors – there are hundreds of other 
charities,” she says. “And of course, if 
you’re relying on the same income 
streams, then you’ve got competitors.”

Kingman’s  comments come as 
TPA releases research which lists the 
top 10 strengths and weaknesses of 
charity boards in Australia. It is based 
on the latest findings from its board 
health checks which launched this 
year. 

TPA is a pro bono charitable enter-
prise of the Tanarra alternative asset 
investment group founded by invest-
ment banker  John Wylie. The board 
checks reveal the top strengths of 
small to medium charity boards relate 
to compliance and administrative 
tasks such as having a succinct mission 
and vision, and managing budgets. 

Positive behaviours between di-
rectors also rate highly. Fundraising 
and income generation, being aware 
of competitors and seeking feedback 
from supporters rated as the top three 
areas for improvement. 

Kingman says two key weaknesses 
are a lack of understanding and en-
gagement of board directors with 
fundraising; and directors not know-
ing when they are ineffective and need 
to step down. She says TPA, now in its 
fifth year of operation, is consistently 
asked by either board directors or sen-
ior leadership teams how to make 
their board more effective. 

“They’re talking about being more 
strategic, more focused on the mission 

der who are called on for support rath-
er than for their skill base.

“There’s often a lot of excitement 
about a new organisation and people 
are really keen to put their hand up 
and get involved in a not-for-profit, 
but within three or four years, the re-
ality sets in at how hard it really is to be 
a board member,” Kingman says.

“There’s a disconnect between 
(boards and management) about the 
role of the board in fundraising. It 
might be the word ‘fundraising’ has a 
sort of a tin-shaking connotation rath-
er than actually expanding the rev-
enue base. Traditionally, boards 
weren’t tasked with fundraising but in 
our opinion it should be a core part of a 
charity board. It may not be traditional 
fundraising; it might be government 
relations, it might be corporate net-
works, or securing pro bono support 
from colleagues; it might be raising 
awareness ...

“It doesn’t necessarily have to be 
cash in the door, but I think every 
board member really should play a 
role in helping secure the financial 
 future of the organisation. 

“It doesn’t necessarily have to be a 
person who has great connections or a 
long cheque book, it can be somebody 
who thinks innovatively, it could be 

somebody who has access to new 
technology that will improve the ef-
fectiveness of the organisation, for ex-
ample.”

Kingman says charities are often 
set up to honour someone but “setting 
up a whole charity isn’t necessarily the 
best way to go”. 

“You might be better off to find an-
other like-minded organisation and 
actually help build their strengths or 
work with them rather than going it 
alone,” she says.

“There’s something like 60,000 
registered charities and another 
200,000 not-for-profits, and then on 
top of that, I think there’s another 
20,000 social enterprises.

“We know that the first few years, 
it’s all very exciting, and you get this 
great sort of fundraising interest, but 
after that, it’s very hard to keep the 
momentum going. So we would like to 
see greater collaboration.”

That collaboration is beginning: 
“We are seeing  much greater collabor-
ation where groups, for example, in 
the social   justice space, or the edu-
cation space are creating consortiums 
of charities  working together, sharing 
services or project ideas. But they need 
to be underpinned by a resource that 
co-ordinates them.”

David Riches

At 16 he was shoeing horses. At 17 he was apprenticed as a linesman. At 
37, David Riches is managing director of a $168m infrastructure power 
company, GenusPlus Group, which is hoping to cash in big time in the 
nation’s transition to renewable energy.

Along the way, Riches has learned how to manage men far older than 
he, how to shepherd a family business through an initial public offering 
to a publicly listed company, and how to remember as many names as he 
can of the 900 people he employs.

You sense part of him yearns to be back on the tools in the north of 
Western Australia, working with a crew to string power lines across 
remote communities in the Kimberley and the Pilbara as he did for a 
decade working in his father’s company. 

As kids, Riches and his siblings travelled with their parents through 
the state  for work.  Later, back in Perth, “there were always trucks and 
things in the yard, and I suppose you just grow up with it”.

His  father put him in charge of the construction side of the business 
“pretty early”. Riches Jr had to learn how to manage  older workers.  It 
was a challenge – he was a boy, and the boss’s son to boot, but his father’s 
advice worked: “You don’t tell anyone to do something, you ask people.”

Now, from the corner office, he says: “I love my trade, I actually just 
fully loved it, for the first 10 years or whatever I just loved being a 
linesman.” He still travels – he’s away from home in Perth about 20 
nights each month – but as the boss he’s more often in the office, 
checking  on the various units and subsidiaries that sit within the group.

“I’m in Rockhampton,” he says when we talk on Zoom. “We just had 
a bit of a safety meeting and a bit of a barbecue and stuff. I try and get to 
the Christmas parties.”

The company’s history goes back a second and third generation to 
Riches’ father and grandfather and various companies they operated. 
Genus, formed in 2017 and listed three years later, is a specialist 
contractor providing power and communications “poles and wires” 
design, erection and maintenance for utilities and individual companies.

He says the company - which saw its share price drop 25 per cent this 
year -  is currently in a consolidation year which has set it up to grow.

 “Our electrical footprint is just getting moving again from the 
rebuild, our communications footprint is probably medium nationally, 
so there’s lots of room  to move in comms, lots of room to move in our 
electrical business that builds  the batteries, and our power business has a 
major tail wind behind it,” Riches says.

There is indeed a swag of work waiting for companies such as Genus 
as Australia switches to renewable energy. Riches is upbeat, but, similar 
to leaders in other sections of the economy, he is struggling to find the 
bodies to do the work. 

Genus takes between 80 and 100 apprentice linesmen and 
electricians each year but, with a 10 per cent shortfall in staff, Riches 
would take far more if only he could find them.

He thinks attitudes to these jobs, often dismissed by a highly 
educated cohort, are changing. 

“It’s been hard in the last five or six years but I think the education 
system must be changing,” he says. “I’m seeing a bit more that there are 
young girls and boys who want to get a trade. We like apprentices. It’s 
the way we’ve built our business. So we’ll take as many as we can, 
balancing that with giving them a good trade.”

Building greenfields projects is a large part of the Genus business but 
in the “renewable world there is a major transition in the Australian 
grid” which will involve a great deal of replacement infrastructure.

“We’re trying to get ready on  all fronts because there will be an 
expectation in the Australian market that people like us or companies 
like ours will stand up those projects,” Riches says. 

“I can see that  heavy industry is going to have to put some major EV 
(electrical vehicle) chargers in, which will lead to a lot of work for us.

“There are some multinational businesses,  because of the size of the 
project,  that are starting (to look at  this work) and that’s good. That’s 
healthy competition. I think in the next 10 years we’ve got a very good 
outlook and some major tail winds: that’s timing and luck as a 
contractor.”

Riches decided to list Genus  in part because “we’d become very large 
as a family business. I had to put the company in the safest spot I thought 
(I could find) for it. 

“We looked at bringing in a partner and bringing in capital, and all of 
those things, but I thought the IPO was the best.”

He cites brothers George and Patrick Lloyd, who built Proton Power 
and joined forces with the Riches brothers  to build the new business. 
Proton and Powerlines Plus are key subsidiaries of the group, which has 
grown steadily via acquisitions.

Riches says his biggest challenge in going public has been in 
managing people – not so much the 600 or so blue-collar workers: “I get 
on pretty well (with them). I know a lot of our staff personally, I would 
know their families to a point. Probably it’s that old boss mentality that  
is still in me. I was brought up to always   talk to the coalface and see what 
the issues are and resolve them. But putting in a management team and 
an exec team and bringing on lots of different characters and strengths 
is bloody hard. I had to learn first what my strengths were, then 
surround myself with (good people)  where I wasn’t as strong. 

“I’ve been very lucky with the accounting and back office team from 
a finance and corporate point of view. I’ve got two great gentlemen in 
there who have worked with me for a long time. 

“When I first started growing the business we got offered to be 
bought out a couple of times, and I decided in 2017, no, we’re going to 
stay on the journey and keep going. But we needed the business to be 
more sustainable, we needed to find capital.”

He went public, too, to ensure there was  a “legacy piece … for my 
grandfather and my father and their wives”. Plus he could see that 
without growth Genus would lose key managers and project co-
ordinators to bigger companies.

Riches says for the company’s blue-collar workers, “it’s all about the 
feeling, if they feel welcome in the business and there’s still a bit of family 
feeling to it, they will work for you; white-collar staff are motivated more 
by growing the business and a stable corporate environment”.

He worried that when the company was listed, it’s culture would be 
threatened, but he says the transition has been well managed. 

Across the next five years he expects to double staff numbers to close 
to 2000 people and he says Genus is well placed to win business as “this 
renewable world comes into play”.
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David Riches has been on a long journey and 
it’s just the beginning. Story by Helen Trinca 

 “But there’s no doubt that wages adjusting is 
one of the ways the skill system should work,” he 
says “And where it doesn’t, you need to think 
about, does there need to be some policy inter-
vention to help this? But it could also be that the 
pipeline isn’t working well or that the system isn’t 
producing the right people.”

Dawkins says near full employment has 
brought long-term unemployed people into 
work but they often need skilling up on the job: 
“That’s one of the things that I have become quite 
passionate about – the education and training 
system working closely with employers, not just 
on preparing people for the labour market but to 
think about upskilling and rescaling people in 
jobs.”

The risk to Australia if the skills shortage per-
sists is “lower productivity than you would other-
wise get” and thus the JSA agenda is to get the 
right skills into the right jobs, he says.

Dawkins says the former body, the National 
Skills Commission, primarily analysed market 
trends and skill needs which fed into the skilled 
migration list and training needs in VET. 

“But out of the (recent) Jobs and Skills Sum-
mit came a lot of big issues that need an expanded 
capability, and  the idea of the new organisation, 
rather than being essentially an analytical organ-
isation providing information, should also en-
gage with the key clients ... to make sure they’re 
focusing on the right issues. 

“It’s getting business, unions, higher edu-
cation, vocational education into a dialogue 
about these issues, which the previous organis-
ation wasn’t required to do.”

Also important: higher education is now ex-
plicitly mentioned in the legislation establishing 
the JSA, he says.

Dawkins will be interim director while the 
government consults on JSA’s final model and 
carries out a selection process for the top job.

of the organisation, to utilise them 
more to sort of roll up their sleeves and 
get things done, not just lending a 
name, or a skill set, but really contribu-
ting actively to the purpose of the 
 organisation,” she says. 

One factor  in the sector is that di-
rectorships are voluntary – only 12 per 
cent of charities pay their board mem-
bers and 65 per cent of the organis-
ations turn over less than $250,000 
per year – and directors of start-up 
charities are often friends of the foun-

CHARITIES WARNED: IT’S TOUGH OUT THERE 
Not-for-profits need to recognise they work in a 
highly competitive  arena. Story by Helen Trinca

HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW

Catching the new start-up culture
Page 43


