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Introduction  

AMEC appreciates the opportunity to provide a submission to the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ 

(ABS) review of the Australian and New Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO). 

The skills-based classification system underpins Australia’s labour market, including skills 

classifications of occupations, and visa categories. It is imperative these are updated to more 

appropriately reflect the current labour market, so as not to impede industry’s ability to meet demand.  

About AMEC 

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

representing over 500 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.  

Review of the ANZSCO 

General Comments 

AMEC has been engaged with the ABS, various State and Commonwealth Governments and 

Government agencies, on the importance of updating labour market data, to support the continuation 

of skilled workers who support Australia’s mineral exploration and mining sector. The data used to 

determine skills categories and visa categories, based on ANZSCO, is over 21 years old. It requires 

contemporising, to reflect current labour market conditions, and to respond to labour market shifts 

with more agility than currently able. 

Mineral Exploration and Mining 

Mineral exploration and mining directly employ over 274,000 people in Australia. Since 2005, direct 

employment in Australia’s resources sector has more than doubled, with wages being the highest of 

all Australian industries. Our sector is made up of many specialist occupations, which the local 

workforce is unable to satisfy. Our Industry relies on a pool of skilled migrant workers. We are 

currently in the midst of a ‘skills crisis’, where COVID-19 and border closures have essentially 
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stopped our ability to access foreign workers for the last two years, despite our industry being one of 

few able to remain, for the large part, operational. With workers deemed critical and essential to the 

continuity of business operations, in line with Government health and safety advice, many jobs remain 

unable to be filled by migrant workers. On the back of recent years of increasing demand for 

Australian minerals and successful discoveries, there needs to be timely action now, to ensure we 

have not only the workers to undertake the work, but the skilled workers to fill skilled positions, in this 

period of heightened demand.  

Challenges in staffing operations, despite heightened demand, have rendered many companies 

across the sector unable to operate at full capacity to meet local and global demand. Some 

companies were able to offer relocation packages during COVID-19 to support interstate migration, 

but for most companies, there are substantial challenges in finding suitably qualified applicants for 

consideration, with this shortage forecast to extend for some years. 

The nature of work in the industry means, while the preference is to provide employment and 

upskilling opportunities to Australians first, particularly in the regional communities where roles are 

primarily located, there will be a strong reliance on fly-in-fly-out (FIFO) arrangements. Access to 

skilled migration is needed to complement Australia’s skilled workforce. Skilled migrants not only 

bolster local capacity, but can provide training and upskilling of local workers, to further stimulate 

training and upskilling of our workforce.  

Mineral exploration and mining 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. Whilst a classroom 

style environment can require three-to-four years of study, Industry is uniquely positioned to offer on 

the job training opportunities, which, ANZSCO needs to appropriately reflect in its skills classification 

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

industry training offerings, outside of the classroom environment. This is a significant shortfall of 

ANZSCO, resulting in certain occupations being rated at a lower skill level than they should be. 

Skills Classification – Drillers and Driller’s Assistants (ANZSCO 712211) 

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 more appropriately recognise the skilled specialist nature of these 

roles, and the substantial training required to safely undertake and be appointed a Driller.  

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. This work is critical to mineral exploration, and the discovery of future mines.  

Currently, Drillers have an ANZSCO skill classification of 4, and Driller’s Assistants of 5. This skills 

classification should be amended, as it does not consider the significant training, maturity of on-the-

job learning, and upskilling provided to Driller’s Assistants, or required by Drillers, who are specialist 

workers.  
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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 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.   

The ANZSCO skills classification model does not take into consideration in-house training, nor the 

variety and maturity of company-based training that exists across Industry, and the practical necessity 

for on-the-job training for occupations such as Drillers. Many of the skills learned and developed are 

transferrable and can form multiple skillsets, however ANZSCO does not readily recognise 

transferability of skill mobility, which can be a barrier to career development and transition pathways, 

as a consequence of the terminology and rigid frameworks relied on, with a strong preference for 

formal training and qualifications. 

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 

Driller’s offsiders who can be appropriately trained to operate expensive, sophisticated and complex 

drill rigs in a safety conscious and strictly controlled compliance environment, by experienced drillers. 

Despite the availability of attractive full-time employment, training, and career opportunities, the 

cyclical nature of the mining and mineral exploration sector and tenure of the work in remote locations 

appear to be factors that inhibit workforce attraction and retention strategies.  

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. This results in delayed or foregone opportunities, for local 

and the broader Australian community. A recent survey conducted by AMEC found over 70% of 

respondents had staffing shortages, the majority of which were unable to operate at full capacity as a 

result. In a very short window for feedback, we received responses with over 500 driller vacancies 

and a limited pool of applicants. A recent advertisement for drillers attracted 350 applicants, 150 of 

which were from overseas, 10 of which were deemed suitable for interview, and from the interviews, 

only three of which were offered positions. This is a conversion rate of less than 1%, and is all too 

familiar across the sector.  

Currently, there are over 2,000 job advertisements for drillers on Seek. With this high level of 

vacancy, drilling companies are operating at approximately 80% of their capacity. An Australian 
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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 bring meet demand.  

AMEC recommends, Driller is acknowledged on the Skills Priority List and the Skill Classification 

increased to Level 3, to allow the occupation to qualify for PMSOL and Short-Term Skilled Occupation 

List. 

Job Growth and Changes – Reflection in ANZSCO 

Ongoing engagement with Government agencies sees AMEC frequently raising market shifts with 

Government, to pre-empt shortages and cushion their effect where possible. It has been challenging 

to engage to drive change in relation to job market shifts and challenges with the ABS and ANZSCO, 

given the number of agencies and lists that it interacts with.  

For example, environmental issues across the mineral exploration and mining industry have 

increased drastically, with Environment, Social, Governance (ESG) being considered at all levels of 

approvals, planning and stakeholder engagement by Industry. The specialist roles, including 

undertaking of surveys, preparation of approvals reports and applications, analysis of environmental 

data, and collation of information, will continue to require more environmental specialists in Australia’s 

labour market. Demonstrating this shortage and emergence to the ABS is more than just a statistical 

activity; it is often difficult to quantify, without qualitative data to support, and more than a codifying 

activity. A search on Seek for instance, of ‘environment’ will not demonstrate the level of specialist 

worker, nor the industry required. This qualitative data is provided via engagement with industry and 

stakeholders.  

This multi-agency effort should be more holistically managed, to allow for more adaptive 

management, to reflect labour market changes. AMEC recommends ANZSCO collects and considers 

not only quantitative, but also qualitative labor market data.  

National Skills Commission (NSC) 

AMEC regularly engages with the National Skills Commission on the Skill Priority List, to advocate for 

industry occupation shortages which should be added to the shortage list. This will streamline the 

process to priority skilled migration, as current reporting has highlighted extended visa processing 

delays, further exacerbating skills shortages across the nation.  

It is vital our sector continues to attract skilled migrants and workers, to bolster our local workforce. 

Supply chains face challenges and constraints as a result of labour shortages; not just workers, but 

skilled workers.  

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 termination and recognition of skills classifications 

between the multiple skills lists across Government agencies, without unintended consequences. For 

example, if ANZSCO and the National Skills Commission were to use the Australian Skills 

Classification as implemented by the NSC, there should not be a duplication of existing holes or 
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challenges, which continue to make it challenging for occupations experiencing shortages, to access 

necessary labour.  

Maintaining ANZSCO 

The data in the current ANZSCO is out of date. It is noted there are challenges in collecting, analysing 

and publishing large quantities of data, however, given the criticality of this data to our labour market, 

it should be prioritised. The significant shifts the market has undergone in the 21 years between 

datasets being collected, is far too long. This data should be more frequently collected and updated, 

to keep ANZSCO as up to date as possible.  

Skill transferability and consideration of skillsets across occupations should be given greater 

consideration in ANZSCO, particularly for the mineral exploration and mining workforce, whose 

closest industry competitor for staff is the construction industry. Many of the trade skillsets undertaken 

in one industry will complement the other, and should be recognised as skilled trades by ANZSCO. 

Similar to the surveys undertaken by the National Skills Commission to understand skills shortages 

and priorities, ANZSCO should consider a similar model, to ensure market data is not outdated and 

having a detrimental impact on the ability to effectively resource our sectors. 

Final Comment 

AMEC welcomes further opportunities to engage with the ABS and Australian Government as 

updates to ANZSCO are considered and progressed. ANZSCO is of fundamental importance to our 

sector’s most important asset, our people.  

It is important that changes introduced now and into the future, improve the current system, which has 

direct and indirect impacts on our sector’s ability to access foreign, skilled, and migrant workers; 

appropriately reflects the level and maturity of training that our industry is uniquely poised to offer. 

These opportunities present life-long career pathways and skillsets that are highly sought after, to 

operate in our heavily regulated environment.  

We look forward to the next stages of updates and welcome any questions you may have. 

 

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 


