THE NATIONAL OCCUPATIONAL LICENSING SYSTEM
AN ASSESSMENT OF ITS IMPACT ON THE ARCHITECTURAL GLASS INDUSTRY

DR PETER TOYNE, CAROLYNNE BOURNE AM, MARCH 2011

In April 2009, the leaders of all Australian governments (COAG) agreed to set up a national system of occupational licensing, replacing the separate arrangements of each State and Territory. The national licenses will allow people in trade-based occupations to work anywhere in Australia with the one nationally recognised license.

Legislation which supports a new National Occupational Licensing Authority (NOLA) and spells out its statutory powers, organizational structure, and operating processes has now passed through all State and Territory Parliaments. Key features of the Legislative arrangements include the power of the Authority to investigate breaches, prosecute and fine both individuals and companies. Maximum fines are $50,000 for individuals and $250,000 for companies. Authorized officers of the Authority will have the power to collect and confiscate evidence through searches of premises, vehicles and computer records. The Authority must establish and maintain a National Register of licensed individuals and companies. The Authority will be controlled by a National Board and consult with each occupational area through Advisory Committees representing each occupational area. 

NOLA now exists as a statutory body and is fully empowered to work through each occupational area, defining training and required qualifications, setting licensing fees, and establishing the processes for license application and registration.

 Glass and glazing trades, which include architectural glass manufacturers, are due for consideration this year as part of the second wave of the national roll-out. It is very likely that the Certificate 111 qualification in Glass and Glazing will be adopted as the minimum requirement for the granting of a license. Under present reform proposals with regard to trade training courses, an option covering the basic skills needed for the manufacture  of leadlights and other forms of decorative architectural glass would be available to cater for the Architectural Glass Industry. However, this option has yet to be signed off by the peak training authority, Manufacturing Skills Australia and no higher level training beyond this basic course is proposed. 

SO WHAT SHOULD THE ARCHITECTURAL GLASS INDUSTRY BE DOING ABOUT THIS?

The new licensing arrangements are a high level national reform so it will now frame many of the ways in which the industry operates into the future. It is therefore a case of adapting and embracing, rather than resisting, the change. 

While consultations with stakeholders regarding the national reform began in 2008, these would have involved larger players and industry peak bodies from a broad range of occupational and industry sectors.  With the exception of the proposal for an optional stream in the Certificate 111 Glass and Glazing courses, the particular needs of the Architectural Glass Industry have not been offered into this reform process to date. 
It is imperative that NOLA be made aware of the need for a separate consideration of these needs within its overall handling of the glass and glazing occupations. One possible avenue for the initiation of a dialogue would be to track the formation of the Glass and Glazing Advisory Committee to NOLA and either argue for membership or find a member who can present the industry’s views. Part of this process would be to correct any inaccuracies, with regard to the representation of the needs of the Architectural Glass Industry, which have been offered up in the earlier consultations with the glass and glazing sector as a whole.
One crucial aspect needing clarification is the way in which the occupation itself is to be defined. In an industry which spans from medium-sized enterprises, to numerous sole traders and on to part-time hobbyists, a careful examination of this definition will be needed if a major attrition of involvement is to be avoided. Earlier State level requirements linked the need for a formal qualification to the value of individual architectural glass projects. This would seem to be a very broad net which would create the need for virtually anyone undertaking an architectural glass project to possess a license. While NOLA does have the ability to exempt certain areas of an occupation from licensing requirements, it remains to be seen whether this would be an option within the spread of practitioners in the Architectural Glass Industry. 

If the reforms are driven by the desire to provide protection for consumers it would be logical to base license requirements around standards, fabrication, installation, maintenance, and other areas which together carry the safety and engineering aspects of the industry’s activities. This approach would locate the license with a glazier, builder, engineer, or a practitioner who chooses to cover the license requirements. Such an arrangement would create the need for greater collaboration between glass artisans as an essential business strategy.     
There are a number of proactive initiatives that the industry could consider in order to take something to the table with NOLA. 

The industry could embrace a new level of training and accreditation on a voluntary basis by identifying current practitioners who would be willing to undertake the relevant option in the Certificate 111 Glass and Glazing course. This could be approached through a shortened process involving Recognition of Prior Learning. This action would support the future of the Leadlight and Decorated Glass option, and provide a powerful demonstration of the industry’s readiness to support the national reform in a constructive manner.

AGDA (Architectural Glass Design Australia) could facilitate an exploration, by practitioners, of collaborative arrangements in order to create levels of joint activity more in scale with the impending  license arrangements. A group based around a license holder may find the cost and complexity of the regulatory processes easier to handle than sole practitioners. Glass workshops provided the basis of the traditional craft for many hundreds of years and are still providing a basis for the contemporary revival of architectural glass in Europe and the USA. There are also many examples of a successful collaboration between glass artisans and those in other crafts and professions in these countries.

If a collaborative framework is taken to its logical conclusion, the boundary which currently surrounds a sole practitioner could be opened up to nurture innovation and growth by bringing together all players in the Value /Supply chain. This could include work with the creative designer, materials scientist, materials supplier, marketing person, engineer, glazier and others. 
One powerful argument for specific provisions for the architectural glass industry, within a broader occupational area of Glass and Glazing, is the extensive body of historic glass installations around the country and particularly those with heritage status. The current and future conservation of this important part of our cultural heritage can only be secured if the industry and its skills continue to exist. AGDA could facilitate at least a rough inventory of heritage glass as well as some estimate of the amount of historic glass as a whole. 

The ability of a group with a common interest to defend and extend its interests within the modern political and bureaucratic system depends increasingly on its ability to quickly draw together information and opinion from  its members. This means sophisticated websites and internal electronic communications. The current plans by AGDA to enhance these areas of its operations will play a big part in the ability of the industry to put its case to NOLA and the community.
AGDA would also gain power as an advocate if it expands its membership to include other members of the Value/Supply chain such as architects, engineers, marketing and design people. 
The national reform has thrown up some significant challenges and opportunities for the architectural glass industry. If the industry responds in a constructive and pro-active way it could secure a future of greater professionalism and positive reputation. The one thing which is certain at this stage is that the industry must learn to live with the reform and needs this, or some other plan, to do this.   
