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The resources industry will need an extra 24,000 workers in the medium term but 
will struggle to match demand unless there are “creative” changes to the skills and 
migration system, employers warn. 

The Australian Resources and Energy Employer Association’s workforce modelling 
warned more than 60 per cent of the sector’s forecast labour demands over the next 
five years would be needed by the end of 2024 and that major projects could be at 
risk. 

 
 
Demand for skilled workers in the resources sector will far outstrip supply, AREEA 
chief executive Steve Knott said. Glenn Hunt 

The annual forecast, released on Friday, was premised on 107 resources projects 
committed or likely to proceed between 2022 and 2027. 

AREEA chief executive Steve Knott said the new jobs would send the industry’s 
workforce to record highs but that it needed “creative solutions and a co-ordinated 
response” to match the demand. 

“With vacancy levels also at record highs and not showing any signs of easing, we do 
not expect the industry’s existing labour force to offer any real relief to this 

https://www.afr.com/by/david-marin-guzman-gr047a


forecasted future demand,” he said. “Demand for skilled labour will far outstrip 
supply.” 
It comes as the Albanese government is looking to speed up the processing of 
permanent visa applications and will consider further measures at the Jobs Summit. 

According to AREEA’s report, about 69 of the 107 projects are expected to come 
online by the end of 2024 and would require 15,000 new workers. 

The sector’s workforce is already at record levels, with 295,000 workers directly 
employed. The new projections, deemed “conservative”, would result in it exceeding 
300,000 for the first time in either 2023 or 2024 and grow by 8 per cent by 2027. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mr Knott said the industry was willing to work with unions and governments on 
training and vocational education reform and streamlining skilled migration 
processes to battle what he called the industry’s “worst skills crisis in a generation”. 

“This is threatening the continuity of existing operations, resulting in temporary or 
permanent production downgrades, and driving other workforce issues including 
historic levels of staff turnover,” he said. 

”We must front up to this challenge or risk losing some of these long-term national 
opportunities.” 

Unions have backed the government’s move to prioritise permanent migration but 
will play hardball on plans to increase the overall migration intake. 

Business wants to lift the annual intake from 160,000 to 200,000 for at least two 
years. 



Investment in training 

Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry chief executive Andrew McKellar 
said that “it’s no secret that the labour market is extremely tight, so any action to 
provide a quicker boost to skilled workers is welcome”. 

Unions say their support will hinge on more investment in skills and training and 
“independent verification of claims of shortages of labour and skills”. 

“We don’t accept the idea there’s a shortage in every sector and industry,” Australian 
Council of Trade Unions president Michele O’Neil said on Wednesday. 

Grattan Institute senior economist Brendan Coates said the government should 
make it easier for employers to access overseas workers by abolishing the eligible 
occupation list and lifting the income threshold for temporary skilled workers from 
$54,000 to about $70,000 a year. 

The measures were proposed in a recent paper by the Institute that was co-authored 
by former immigration department employee, Henry Sherrell, who now works as a 
senior adviser to Immigration Minister Andrew Giles. 

However, Mr Coates cautioned against thinking that increased migration would solve 
the tight labour market. 

He said migrants spent more money than they earned on average when they first 
arrived, such as by setting up households, and their increased spending would add to 
the economy’s overall labour demand. 

“It just speeds up the treadmill,” he said. “You’re still standing still. You’re just 
running faster. There’s more people to employ and more demand for your product.” 
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