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ABOUT THE NATIONAL YOUTH COMMISSION AUSTRALIA’S 
INQUIRY INTO YOUTH EMPLOYMENT AND TRANSITIONS
The National Youth Commission Australia launched the Inquiry into Youth 
Employment and Transitions in March 2019 to develop ideas on how young 
people could be better prepared and supported in their transition from 
school to work, now and in the future.

The Inquiry heard from over 3,500 individuals and organisations at public 
hearings, community consultations and two Summits with young people 
across Australia. Of the 3,500 people who Commissioners and workshop 
leaders met face to face with, more than 70% were young people of school 
age or in early adulthood, both in and out of the workforce. The Commission 
also convened focus groups with young people to gather information on 
their experiences.

The Commission convened the Youth Futures Summit in August 2020 and 
June 2022, bringing together over 1,800 participants in two virtual events 
to discuss some of the biggest issues facing young people. Participants 
included young people, educators, employers, community service workers 
and policy-makers from around Australia. The Inquiry’s interim findings 
report, What Future?, and the proposed Youth Futures Guarantee were 
released during the 2020 Summit.

THE YOUTH FUTURES GUARANTEE
The Youth Futures Guarantee lays out a framework of reforms and 
initiatives that will support young people to meet the challenges of 
the future, but these also benefit Australian businesses and the wider 
Australian community. The Guarantee consists of nine policy pillars 
reflecting the priority concerns expressed to the Commissioners at 
public hearings, in community consultations, in submissions and 
during the Youth Futures Summit. 

Within each of the nine policy pillars the Commission has identified 
contributions from governments, organisations, businesses, and 
communities that will improve the lives of young people and assist 
their transition from adolescence to adulthood.

https://nycinquiry.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/NYCA-Interim-Report-2020-2.pdf
https://nycinquiry.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/NYCA-Youth-Futures-Guarantee-2020-1.pdf
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CLIMATE JUSTICE IS A PILLAR OF THE YOUTH FUTURES GUARANTEE

Human-induced climate change is critically 
changing our society, economy, global 
relationships, and the natural world. 
Rising average temperatures are causing 
more frequent extreme weather events, 
endangering more animal and plant species 
with extinction, and straining our agricultural 
systems. If left unchecked, climate change will 
become an existential crisis for humanity and 
today’s children and young people will bear 
the brunt of its impacts.

Governments across the world, including the 
Australian Government, the state and territory 
governments and many local governments, 
have responded to the crisis by setting targets 
to reduce carbon emissions and some have 
developed policies to adapt to increased 
average temperatures and more extreme 
weather. In October 2021, then Prime Minister, 
Scott Morrison, announced that the Australian 
Government had agreed to net zero carbon 
emissions by 2050.1 The Australian Labor 
Party (ALP) supported the net zero emissions 
commitment and promised to reduce 
emissions by 43 per cent by 2030. Since 
the election of the ALP in the 2022 Federal 
election, legislation has been successfully 
passed to achieve greenhouse gas emissions 
reduction targets of a 43% from 2005 levels by 

2030 and net zero by 2050.2

Many businesses and other organisations are 
also responding by seeking to reduce their 
emissions through changing processes, buying 
non-polluting energy and offsetting emissions 
by removing greenhouse gases from the 
atmosphere (e.g. through planting trees).

Mitigation of and adaptation to climate 
change offer new opportunities for 
economic development and employment 
growth in environmentally sustainable 
industries and occupations. Similarly, the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which has caused 
temporary global economic chaos and 
highlighted the vulnerability of global 
supply chains, also presents an opportunity 
to develop essential manufacturing in 
Australia. Stimulating a ‘green’ economic 
recovery allows governments to address 
both crises simultaneously.

It is not in the remit of the National 
Youth Commission Australia to make 
recommendations to address the climate 
crisis nor does the Commission have 
the expertise to do so. The Commission 
acknowledges the science of climate change 
and accepts that greenhouse gas emissions 
must be reduced quickly if catastrophe 
is to be averted. The Commission also 
recognises that there are numerous other 
actions that can be taken to develop a more 
environmentally sustainable future such 
as increasing recycling of materials, more 
sustainable agriculture and protection of 
vulnerable ecosystems and protection of 
threatened species. The Commission’s 
recommendations seek to ensure that young 
people are included in plans to address the 
climate crisis and create a more sustainable 
future.
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REDUCING GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS WILL CHANGE OCCUPATIONS AND CREATE NEW INDUSTRIES 

Victorian and South Australian Governments with 
additional support for transition and training as 
well as new investment.12 Around $380 million 
was spent by the Australian, Victorian and South 
Australian Governments as well as the car 
manufacturers to support workers through the 
closure.13 

Unfortunately, little attention was paid to the 
experience of young people entering, or relatively 
new to, employment who faced a disrupted 
labour market. Some of those young people 
would have had expectations of entry level jobs 
or apprenticeships on the vehicle production lines 
or in the manufacturing supply chain. However, 
the transition plans ignored the impact that the 
closure of car factories had on the employment 
prospects of young people. As a consequence, 
these areas had relatively high levels of youth 
unemployment and underemployment for many 
years following the closure of car manufacturing.

As technology advances, old industries and 
occupations disappear, and new ones emerge. 
Poetically called the ‘gale of creative destruction’ 
by economist Joseph Schumpeter3, rapid 
technological change has been a feature of 
economic development since the industrial 
revolution. The new technology being used to 
address the climate crisis will, inevitably, lead to 
the decline of some industries, the creation of 
new industries and expansion of others.

Australia has already seen a decline in coal-
fuelled electricity generation as electricity 
production is shifting to non-greenhouse gas 
emitting generation such as wind and solar.4 
Billions of dollars are being invested in new wind 
farms, solar generation projects5 or hydrogen 
developments in Australia.6 Many countries 
are moving to zero greenhouse gas emitting 
transport such as electric and hydrogen powered 
vehicles by banning the sale of petrol and 
diesel vehicles.7 Industrial processes, such as 
steel production, are being changed to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions.8

These developments will see the eventual 
closure of the fossil fuel extraction and related 
industries. Most Australians will find little 
changed in their daily lives as replacing coal or 
gas electricity generation with ‘green’ electricity 
will go unnoticed – the lights will still come on. 
Even driving an electric car or commuting on an 
electric bus will have little impact on people’s 
daily routines.

However, for some people there will be 
substantial disruption to their lives and 
livelihoods. As coal mining and coal electricity 
generation close, whole communities will be 
impacted by loss of employment in these 

industries. The affected communities include 
the La Trobe Valley in Victoria, the Hunter region 
in NSW, central Queensland and around Collie 
in Western Australia. Many of the workers are 
older and will need assistance with the transition. 
Young people in these communities will also lose 
employment opportunities unless new industries 
emerge to create new jobs. The Commission 
believes that government intervention is needed 
to plan and facilitate the introduction of new 
employment opportunities and to reduce the 
disruption to people’s lives.

The lessons from the closure of car manufacturing 
in Australia show how governments can improve 
on transition planning and ensuring minimal 
economic disruption to communities. The 
Australian Government developed transition 
plans to assist displaced workers including the 
Automotive Industry Structural Adjustment 
Program and the Skills and Training Initiative. 
The Structural Adjustment 
Program helped workers 
made redundant to find new 
employment through tailored 
assistance and services.9 The 
Skills and Training initiative 
assisted workers from Holden 
and Toyota transition to new 
jobs as the car manufacturing 
industry wound down.10 
In addition, the Next 
Generation Manufacturing 
Investment Program helped 
businesses to establish 
or expand high value 
manufacturing operations 
in South Australia and 
Victoria.11 These programs 
were supplemented by the 
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The Commission’s view is that, as the inevitable shift away from fossil 
fuel extraction and carbon-emitting electricity generation gathers 
pace, governments across Australia should work with the affected 
communities to prepare transitions plans for displaced workers as 
well as additional assistance for young people transitioning into 
employment. Replacement industries in the affected communities could 
include clean energy generation and storage (including manufacturing 
of solar panels, wind turbines and their supply chains), ‘green’ hydrogen 
manufacturing and its supply chains, and zero emission vehicle 
manufacturing (especially public transport buses, trains, and trams) and 
maintenance. 

Some of these replacement industries have been proposed or are 
being developed. For example, AGL is developing plans to replace the 
Liddell coal power station in the Hunter region of NSW with a clean 
Energy Hub comprised of solar storage systems, grid-scale batteries, 
and a waste to energy facility.14 Fortescue Future Industries has 
proposed the world’s largest ‘green’ hydrogen manufacturing facility in 

central Queensland.15

While governments should focus on affected communities, the new 
industries will be spread across the country and new industries and jobs 
will emerge in many places. So, despite some media speculation16, an 
unemployment catastrophe due to the closure of coal mines and coal 
generation is unlikely in the long-term, though there will be short-term 
disruption. The new industries could develop more rapidly if facilitated 
by governments. Government support will minimise the impact on 
those workers losing their jobs as the industries close. Governments 
also need to ensure that entry-level jobs in the new and expanding 
industries are available for young people and that young people have 
the skills and knowledge required to fill the positions.

NEW SKILLS AND KNOWLEDGE NEEDED FOR  
A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE
As the industries contributing towards greenhouse gas emissions decline and 
new ones emerge, employment patterns will change. The types of jobs being 
created will be different to those disappearing and many of the displaced 
workers will not have the skills or knowledge required for the new positions. 
Education and training systems will need to adapt. 

This phenomenon is not new. For example, the late 20th century saw rapid 
technological development, including the introduction of computers and 
increased automation of some work activities. The changing technology has 
seen the disappearance of some occupations, significant changes to others and 
the creation of new ones. Personal computers have seen the disappearance of 
typists. Bookkeepers and accountants use software rather than account books 
to track income and expenditure. Website design and development became 
occupations in the 1990s.

Tackling the climate crisis will lead to further technological development that 
will also see similar changes to occupations. Coal mining jobs will disappear, car 
mechanics will need to develop new skills in electric and hydrogen vehicles, and 
solar panel installers and wind turbine technicians are relatively new and growing 
occupations.

Schools, universities, and vocational training institutions must change with the 
new technology. Just as computer science departments grew in the 1980s and 
accountancy courses now teach the use of spreadsheets and accounting software 
(e.g. MYOB, QuickBooks etc), the new skills and knowledge needed to address 
the climate crisis must be taught.

Some progress is already being made in skilling the workforce in the new 
manufacturing and technologies. For example, in 2019 Australia’s National 
Hydrogen Strategy pointed out that:

While many skills will be transferable from other sectors, ‘hydrogen-ready’ 
workers will have to be qualified and licensed to safely and legally work 
with hydrogen.17

Training is now available to create ‘hydrogen-ready’ workers, but the courses are 
for people already working in energy and related industries allowing existing 
workers to transition to the new jobs. 

Recommendation 1

Government plans for the transition from fossil fuel should ensure 
that employment opportunities in affected communities are created 
for young people new to the workforce.
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The Victorian Government needs workers to maintain their fleet of electric 
buses that are currently being manufactured in Victoria. Recently, the 
Victorian premier announced a TAFE course to train diesel mechanics and 
transport technicians to work on zero emission electric vehicles.18 

The available training is currently focused on updating the skills and 
knowledge of existing workers in the declining or changing occupations and 
industries. There appears to be little entry level training available for new 
workers in the new industries in Australia. Young people must be taught the 
new skills and knowledge so that the next generation of workers are ready 
for the new industries. The failure to do so will lead to future skills shortages 
and slow the development of the new industries. Governments can assist by 
funding the development and implementation of entry-level training needed 
by the new industries. Governments can also reduce costs to students by 
removing or reducing TAFE and university fees for these new courses.

SECURE ENTRY-LEVEL JOBS IN NEW INDUSTRIES AND 
OCCUPATIONS
One of the biggest barriers for young people is the diminishing number of 
entry-level jobs. Anglicare Australia Job Availability Snapshot found that for 
every low-skill, entry level job vacancy there were at least eight unqualified 
and inexperienced jobseekers.19 Across Australia, the Commission was told 
that young people were struggling to enter employment because of a lack 
of entry-level jobs. For example, in Bunbury the Commission was told that 
there was a:

… lack of entry-level employment opportunities within the Bunbury 
region.

Rhiannon Edwards, City of Bunbury, Bunbury WA, 12 August 2019

Young people told the Commission that employers wanted workers 
with some experience even in low-paid, low-skill jobs. For example, 
Yass told the Commission about applying for jobs in cafés and 
supermarkets:

So, when you apply for these jobs … the first thing the employer will 
ask is [about] experience and one thing is you don’t have is experience 
because you just finished high school.

Yass, Oxygen Youth Services, Sunshine VIC, 26 March 2019

Since the Commission’s public hearings in 2019/20, the impact of COVID-19 
has seen a shift in the labour market, with lower unemployment20 and 
record job vacancies across most industries but particularly in Health 
Care and Social Assistance and Accommodation and Food Services.21 The 
number of job vacancies that are entry-level jobs or jobs requiring limited 
experience suitable for young people, is unknown at this time but employer 
complaints about being unable to fill job vacancies suggests that the jobs 
available require skills and experience or employers are unwilling to train 
inexperienced workers. 

The low unemployment and high number of job vacancies is, in part, 
due to the limits placed by the Australian Government on international 
immigration.22 As the pandemic recedes, immigration is expected to rise, 
which may lead to fewer job vacancies.

Recommendation 2

Governments, education and training providers, and employers 
should develop education and training opportunities suited to the 
next generation of employees in new and changing industries and 
occupations.
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Governments across Australia have an opportunity 
to change the pre COVID-19 experience for the 
next generation of young people. They can use 
their financial power for the next generation 
of young people by investing to create secure 
employment for them.

Where governments purchase products, fund 
services and invest in infrastructure, they can use 
their financial power to create secure employment 
for young people. For example, the Victorian 
Government has a requirement in its contracts for 
large infrastructure projects for a proportion of the 
project’s workforce to be apprentices, trainees, 

and cadets.23

Where governments subsidise ‘green’ energy 
generation, non-polluting vehicle manufacturing, 
other greenhouse gas reduction activities 
and other sustainability measures, funding 
requirements should include employment 
targets for young people in entry-level jobs, 

apprenticeships and traineeships.24

Recommendation 3

The Australian Government along with 
state and territory governments should 
use their purchasing power to ensure that 
apprenticeships, traineeships and entry level 
jobs are created in sustainable industries.

Creating a sustainable Australia requires more 
than reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 
In addition to addressing climate change, 
environmental groups have proposed many 
sustainability measures such as: protecting 
threatened species and ecosystems25, 
improving degraded soils for agriculture 
through regenerative farming practices26, 
developing recycling systems and products 
from recycled materials to reduce waste going 
to landfill and polluting the environment27, 
and reducing the impact of invasive species 
on indigenous species and ecosystem and 
agriculture28.

All these measures require a skilled and 
knowledgeable workforce. Training young 
people in these areas will secure such a 
workforce for the next twenty or more years.

Recommendation 4

Governments in Australia should 
create entry level positions for young 
people in government run and funded 
environmental programs.
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CONCLUSION
The necessary changes to avoid a climate catastrophe involving 
achieving net zero greenhouse gas emissions and better 
protecting our environment will inevitably lead to significant 
changes to employment in some jobs and industries. Polluting 
industries and the associated jobs, such as coal electricity 
generation and coal mining, are in decline and will eventually 
disappear. Sustainable ‘green’ industries are developing and 
will expand, some new ones will emerge. The development of 
sustainable industries should be facilitated by governments across 
Australia by direct investment and using government purchasing 
power to speed up growth. The new industries will need a skilled 
and knowledgeable workforce, which will require changes to 
education and training of the existing and emerging workforce. 

The focus of government plans has been to minimise the impact 
of the transition on existing workforces. Young people should 
also be included in transition planning to ensure they have the 
skills and knowledge for the new workforce. State and territory 
governments along with the Australian Government need to work 
with young people, their communities, education and training 
providers and the new industries to develop plans to ensure their 
rapid development and a sustainable future for all. 
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