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I’d like to begin by acknowledging the Mouheener people, the Traditional 

Custodians of the land on which we meet today. I pay my respects to Elders 

past and present.  

As we come together to talk about economic reform and the future of our 

communities, in paying my respect to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples, I would also like to honour their practice of knowledge sharing 

through storytelling, by telling you a story – the story of Tasmania’s current 

reality in relation to our demography, work, skills and productivity. 

Alongside Tasmania’s ageing population is an ageing workforce.  

More than two in five workers are currently aged 45 or older. Over the next 20 

years around 120,000 Tasmanian workers will exit the workforce due to 

retirement as Tasmanians intend to retire younger on average than other 

Australians at the age of 64.7 years.  

The average of retirement for those who have already retired is 56.2 years. 

In Tasmania, if you are male, born in Australia, financially secure and healthy, 

and working in a higher skilled job, you are more likely to retire earlier whereas 

those who haven’t accumulated enough super and are not financially secure – 

women and lower educated and lower skilled workers - have to work until they 

are 67 to access the age pension – or access DSP or job seeker if they are not 

healthy enough or able to work. 

Given the ageing population and workforce, and the younger intended 

retirement age, Tasmania is in a situation in which there are more people of 

labour market exit age (ie retirement age) than there are of labour market 

entry age – ie school leavers and post-school graduates – which has been the 

case since around 2011.  

This situation is projected to continue for the foreseeable future.  

While this story may be challenging to hear, it also presents an opportunity for 

our youth and future generations to be the workforce to replace those retiring.  

However, this is where Tasmania’s story gets even more challenging.  
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While it is projected that over 4 in 5 jobs of the future will require post-school 

qualifications and skills, only around half of the year 12 cohort successfully 

complete school in Tasmania. Another problem is that there are less school 

aged children today than there were in 2015 and there will be fewer each year 

for the foreseeable future. This means we must ensure that ALL Tasmanian 

school students successfully complete school if we are to meet future 

workforce demand. But, the Tasmanian schooling system is not currently 

preparing at least half of our young people to participate in further education, 

training or work. 

These poor educational outcomes are underpinned by very low literacy and 

numeracy skills, particularly for boys. 

We see this poor educational attainment trajectory in school attendance rates, 

behaviour at school, in suspension rates and poor retention rates, eventually in 

anti-social behaviour in our communities and, for some, in incarceration rates.  

In the past, boys in particular, did not need to ‘successfully’ complete school as 

they could go on to get a trade and make a good living. But nowadays, even 

trades need strong literacy and numeracy knowledge and skills. 

So, we see these poor educational outcomes in NEET data - not in 

employment, education or training, - in unemployment and underemployment 

rates and in relatively low labour force participation rates.  

Young girls on the other hand, are more likely to succeed in school and as 

young women they are more likely to go on to further education and/or 

training and participate in the labour force.  

However, for many of those young men and women who do successfully 

complete school and then post-school qualifications, they often leave 

Tasmania to pursue opportunities elsewhere. 

For young women, when they partner up, and then when they go on to have a 

child or more, they reduce their participation in the labour force. When they 

do return to work they generally experience occupational downgrade and 

engage in paid work at less than full time hours, but increase their unpaid 

hours in the provision of family care duties. These choices ultimately prevent 

career progression as well as the accumulation of superannuation so that 

eventually women have to work longer than men to be financially secure in 

retirement, particularly if they separate from their partners during that time.  
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On the other hand, men who have been successful in education and then 

work, are more likely to partner, and when they eventually become fathers, 

they maintain their labour force participation, progress their careers and 

continue to accumulate superannuation and wealth for their retirement years.  

The consequence of this for our workforce and economy is that there is 

untapped potential in the form of both labour force participation and 

productivity for educated women and less educated men.  

So, the solution to these challenges, not just in Tasmania, but also nationally, 

has largely been two-fold – by focusing on increasing the supply of workers 

through access to, and participation in, education and training – particularly in 

post-school years – and also, to import, through immigration, the skills and 

consumers we need to keep the economy growing.  

However, the story of migration for Tasmania has not played out the way our 

decision-makers may have hoped or been led to believe.  

While those people of prime working age – 20 to 64 years of age – who lived 

elsewhere than Tasmania prior to the last ABS Census were highly educated 

with around 57% having post-school qualifications, only 24% were employed in 

a job that matched their level of educational attainment. 27% were not 

employed at all.  

The opposite is true for those people who left Tasmania, most were employed 

in higher skilled jobs and/or participating in post-school education and 

training.  

What is missing from this story, however, is that productivity, and its 

improvement, is the product of both supply and demand.  

In Tasmania, our economy is dominated by industry sectors with low 

productivity because their demand for higher educational attainment and skill 

is low.   

Around 43% of all jobs in Tasmania require no more than a certificate II to 

undertake the tasks, while around 31% of jobs require a bachelor degree or 

higher. A lack of demand for higher skill jobs, results in a population retention 

problem and a skill utilisation and productivity problem. For the last three 

years, Tasmania has lost more prime working age people to interstate than it 

has gained.  
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While tourism is lauded as an, if not the, economic saviour for Tasmania, 

employing around 1 in 8 of all workers, two thirds of those tourism workers 

require no more than a Certificate II qualification to achieve the tasks of the 

job. Not only is this sector labour-intensive, but the jobs are low paid and low 

skill, they are also largely insecure, less than full time and seasonal.  

Relative to the rest of Australia, the proportion of Tasmania’s industry 

structure which is in high productivity sectors – think mining and financial and 

insurance services and in Tasmania’s case,  information, media and 

telecommunications – is very small.  

When demand for higher skilled jobs is low in Tasmania, it is counter-intuitive 

to prioritise supply side initiatives at the post-school level particularly when 

the schooling system, and indeed the early childhood education and care 

sector are not delivering the required outcomes in the first instance.  

To improve productivity, we need to increase demand for higher productivity 

sectors, and jobs. 

In fact, Tasmania’s largest employing private sector industry and fastest 

growing is the health care and social assistance industry. It is also projected to 

continue growing at the fastest pace than any other sector. This is largely 

thanks to our socio-demographic economic profile. Not only is the healthcare 

and social assistance industry a significant economic contributor in terms of 

both employment and contribution to GSP, it is also an enabler of economic 

participation. The health care and social assistance industry provides the 

services and support to improve health and well-being outcomes and the 

provision of care services like aged and disability care which reduces the 

’burden’ on families – particularly women who are daughters, partners, 

mothers or daughters-in-law – to provide that care and enable their workforce 

engagement. 

But, we don’t value the health care and social assistance industry like others 

we laud.  

As our population continues to age, if we do not value and invest in our health 

care and community services industries, then the care of more and more older 

people will fall to more and more family members who will have to choose 

between engaging in the workforce and caring for their loved ones.  
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This story I tell of the Tasmania we have today is the outcome of decisions that 

we made in the past. Decisions that were made without thinking through the 

consequences. The decisions we make today, will shape the Tasmania of the 

future. As the ancestors of future Tasmanians, and the tellers of our story, we 

need to think about the Tasmania we want in the future, and make decisions 

accordingly.  
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