
• Contractors beginning to put on staff, with 
Downer EDI up 1,000 employees

• Numbers highlight longer-term structural 
changes in WA economy

• Employment and other economic data causes 
for optimism

• Restructure under way in the public sector

• Eighty-two private employers with 180,000 
staff

Biggest 
employers
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Kalgoorlie, securing a 
$440 million stoping con-
tract that will run for at 
least four years.

Byrnecut co-founder 
Steve Coughlan said the 
company had won sev-
eral contracts in the past 
year across the country, 
with a majority in West-
ern Australia.

“ That’s meant we’ve 
had to increase the work-
force to cover all that 
work,” Mr Coughlan told 
Business News.

“We’re certainly seeing 
(an improvement).

“It will have a flow-on 
effect to our suppliers 

because it means a lot 
more equipment, a lot 
more material.”

The two commodity 
groups driving the most 
activity were gold and 
base metals, he said.

“The demand for extra 
labour is not just for us; 
we’re seeing the labour 
m a rket t i g hten up 
because of the demand 
elsewhere as well,” Mr 
Coughlan said.

He said training would 
again become an issue 
as more workers were 
put on with less experi-
ence, while he f lagged 
the state government’s 

recent move to remove 
the payroll tax exemp-
tion for training as a 
potential problem in this 
space.

Numbers at other 
contractors were up 
too, with Monadelphous 
employing about 200 
more staff to be just shy 
of 3,000 employees.

The Victoria Park-
based business won 
work in September at Rio 
Tinto’s iron operations 
and an extension on its 
Karratha gas plant main-
tenance contract.

Barminco, UGL and 
CFC Group put on 

Data from the annual BNiQ Search Engine biggest employers 
list suggests an economic recovery is under way as mining 
and civil contractors boost their workforce numbers.

BYRNECUT, Link-
force Engineering 
a nd Au s Gr oup 

are among a group of 
local contractors to 
have embarked on a 
hiring spree during the 
past year, according to 
the latest BNiQ Search 
Engine biggest employ-
ers data.

Ten large contracting 
business have lifted their 
staff numbers by a com-
bined 10 per cent in that 
period, to nearly 19,000 
employees, at a time 
when data shows the 
state’s economy appears 
to be picking up.

AusGroup was one 
big mover, with staff 
numbers growing from 
around 1,500 employees 
to about 2,000.

The company won a 
number of contracts in 
the year, including for 
hook-up work at Inpex’s 
Ichthys project in the 
Browse Basin and at 
Shell ’s Prelude FLNG 
project, while other deals 
include work at Woodside 
Petroleum’s North West 
Shelf Venture and at 
Chevron’s Wheatstone.

Linkforce l ifted its 
workforce from 1 ,300 
to 1 ,750, while Byrne-
cut moved from 1 ,250 
employees to 1,632.

Byrnecut had a major 
win at Saracen Mineral 
Holdings’ Carouse Dam 
gold operation near 
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Contractors 
boost employee numbers as economy turns

BIGGEST EMPLOYER:
WESFARMERS 24,963 0.9%

BIGGEST GOVERNMENT DEPARTMENT
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 39,894 

5.9%

5 BIGGEST GOVERNMENT DEPARTMENTS
94,988 STAFF 3.8%

5 BIGGEST BANKS
6,881 STAFF

5 BIGGEST UNIVERSITIES
11,508 6.1%
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Contractors 
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Contractors put on staff 
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about 800 new workers 
between them.

Despite the increases, 
however, most contrac-
tors are operating with 
workforces that are 
much lower than the 
boom years (see graphic). 

Probably the most sig-
nificant increase over 
the period under review 
was at Downer EDI, 
which reported about 
3,000 staff in WA, com-
pared with 2,000 the year 
previously.

That does not include 
numbers following the 
company’s acquisition of 
facilities management 
business Spotless, which 
also has about 3,000 staff 
in WA.

Other catering and 
facilities management 
players to undergo a 
major shake-up included 

Sodexo, which grew 
about 26 per cent to 
2 ,400 people after the 
acquisition of Morris 
Corporation. 

ESS (Compass Group) 
featured on the other 
side of the ledger, cutting 
staff from 5,000 to 3,000 
as the company endured 
a large drop in revenue.

Table topper
T he r e w e r e fe w 

changes at the top of the 
table, with Wesfarmers 
and Woolworths again 
ranking one and two.

The top ranking com-
panies show a more 
significant shift when 
viewed across a 10-year 
period, however.

In 2007, three busi-
nesses in the top 10 were 
resources players, while 
two were contractors.

Now, there are five 
resources companies in 
the top 10, showing how 
the mining and energy 
industries have moved 
from construction to 
production mode.

The data also high-
lights other significant 
macroeconomic trends.

McDonald’s has more 
than doubled staff in that 
period, Crown Perth has 
grown 67 per cent, and 
Aegis Aged Care Group 
has broken into the top 
10 biggest employers.

Those moves show 
that, over the longer 
term, employment has 
increased across broad 
parts of the economy, not 
just in resources.

Bankwest chief econo-
mist Alan Langford said 
healthcare-community 
assistance was now the 

state’s biggest employ-
ing industry, according 
to Australian Bureau of 
Statistics data.

He said that was a 
position unlikely to be 
challenged for some time 
as demographics changed 
and the National Disa-
bility Insurance Scheme 
grew.

Retail was the third 
b i g g e s t  e m p l o y i n g 
industry despite a fall of 
about 6 per cent in the 
12 months to August, Mr 
Langford said, with the 
industry under longer-
term pressure from 
online operations.

Broadly, labour force 
numbers and other 
recent data gave cause 
for optimism, he said. 

That was despite a 
recent re-benchmarking 
of the state’s population 

figures indicating that 
employment growth data 
had been lower than pre-
viously reported.

There were still new 
jobs being created.

“Total employment and 
full-time employment are 
growing, it’s just growing 
from a lower base (than 
we’d thought),” Mr Lang-
ford said.

“ Tr e n d  f u l l - t i m e 
employment has grown 
by 26,000 people since it 
troughed in September 
2016, which is 4.1 per cent.

“ That’s a very good 
figure.”

There would l ikely 
be stop-start steps as 
the economy began an 
upswing, rather than a 
big ramp up, he said.
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Contractors 
boost employee numbers as economy turns

Although wage growth 
had been soft, Mr Lang-
ford said other recent 
economic data was point-
ing towards a recovery.

WA’s  s t ate f i n a l 
demand grew for two 
consecutive quarters for 
the first time in years, 
while car sales data was 
much stronger in Novem-
ber, up more than 13 per 
cent on the same time 
last year.

Mr Lang ford sa id 
there was positive data 
in mining, with explora-
tion and drilling figures 
turning up.

“That’s a genuine green 
shoot,” he said.

Public sector 
reform

Big changes are also 
under way in the public 
sector, after the state 
government’s machin-
ery-of-government 
reforms to reduce the 
number of departments 
and a large voluntary 
redundancy package tar-
geting 3,000 employees.

The most significant 
impact of this change 
is the creation of the 
Depar tment of Jus-
tice, which comprises 
the former corrective 
ser v ices depa r tment 
and attorney general ’s 
depar tment , ran k ing 
fourth on the list.

Another large amal-
g a m at ion w a s t he 
formation of the Depart-
ment of Communities.

The new entity ranks 
fifth and includes the 
former child protection 
and housing depart-
ments, along with the 
d i s a b i l i t y  s e r v i c e s 
commission.

GROWTH: Steve Coughlan says market conditions are improving. Photo: Attila Csaszar

 The demand for extra labour is 

not just for us, we’re seeing the labour 

market tighten up because of the demand 

elsewhere as well - Steve Coughlan 

A number of other 
departments were com-
bined in other moves, 
i nc lud i n g :  pl a n n i n g 
and lands; mines and 
petroleum with parts 
of commerce; and the 
Environmental Protec-
tion Authority with the 
former office of environ-
mental regulation.

The Department of 
Transport, Department 

of Finance and Treas-
ury each had cosmetic 
cha nges ,  wh i le the 
Department of Fire and 
Emergency Services and 
Department of Health 
were untouched.

But further change 
could be on the way.

After the government 
received its service prior-
ity review report earlier 
this month, Treasurer 

Ben Wyatt has said the 
public sector reform pro-
cess would be ongoing.

“There will be another 
r ou nd of  m ac h i n -
ery-of-government 
style changes, some of 
them will be a bit more 
difficult because they 
will require legislative 
change,” he said.

“Clearly there are, 
when you do these sorts 

of things, upfront costs, 
but ultimately they will 
deliver savings to the 
government.”

The report proposed 
a redesign of the overall 
organisational structure 
of the public service.

“It is not uncommon 
for gover n ment s to 
periodically review the 
range of departments 
and statutory entities 
within their public sec-
tors with a view to both 
rationalising and reduc-
ing their number, and to 
determine if the overall 
f ra mework i s ba sed 
upon sound organisa-
t iona l pr i nc iples ,”  it 
said.
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Scott focuses on gender balance
The new boss at the state’s biggest private sector employer wants to get 
more women into senior management.

PARITY: Rob Scott (right) with his predecessor Richard Goyder at the 
Coles Kwinana store last month, at an event to mark parity of indigenous 
employment at Coles. Photo: Travis Hayto

ROB Scott inherited a business 
with numerous achieve-
ments when he formally took 
the reins at Wesfarmers last 
month, but one area where it 
has failed to achieve its own 
goals is what he calls ‘gender 
balance’.

Turning that around 
is a priority for Mr Scott, 
who heads a company 
that has bucked the trend 
of outsourcing work to 
contractors.

Wesfarmers’ bias towards 
hiring permanent staff 
has helped it achieve rapid 
growth in numbers of 
Aboriginal employees, but 
the number of women in 
management has failed to 
improve.

Women comprise 54 per 
cent of Wesfarmers’ total 
workforce, but just 32 per 
cent of all management and 
professional roles and 24 
per cent of senior executive 
positions.

“This has been a focus for 
a long time but we haven’t 
got the results we wanted, 
particularly at the very 
senior levels,” Mr Scott told 
Business News.

“We’ve got more work to 
do there; it’s something I’m 
passionate about.

“The leadership team 
needs to be representa-
tive of our customers and 
communities.”

The group recently 
launched independent 
audits in some of its busi-
ness units and at a senior 
level, to better understand 
what’s holding it back and 
what it can do better.

Mr Scott said one notable 
change was the language 
Wesfarmers used to describe 
this issue.

That equated to 3 per 
cent of all staff, which was 
representative of Australia’s 
indigenous population.

“We are a better company 
for it,” Mr Durkan said.

“We think it’s impor-
tant to employ indigenous 
people because it provides 
greater diversity in think-
ing and experiences, and 
expands our talent.”

Another big change at 
Coles has been the move 
away from contractors to 
employees for trolley collec-
tion and cleaning services, 
to address underpayment 
issues.

About 3,000 staff mem-
bers, directly employed by 
Coles, are responsible for 
day-to-day cleaning at its 
800-plus supermarkets 
across Australia, replac-
ing five contractors that 
previously supplied this 
service.

In addition, Coles directly 
employs around 3,200 staff 
to collect trolleys at more 
than 720 stores across 
Australia.

The trolley collection that 
is still outsourced has been 
consolidated with a single 
provider, United Trolley 
Collection, which has signed 
a deed of proactive compli-
ance with the Fair Work 
Ombudsman.

This replaced the previ-
ous system where Coles had 
30 contractors providing 
trolley collection services.

Mr Scott said the Wes-
farmers group had two 
overarching priorities in 
regard to its staff. 

One was workplace safety, 
ensuring all team members 
go home safely after work.

“This is a big focus, there 
is more we can do,” he said.

Mr Scott observed that 
Wesfarmers’ industrial 

“We’ve stopped using the 
word ‘diversity’ to apply to 
gender; we think ‘balance’ is 
a better term,” he said.

“Diversity could imply 
there is some minority 
aspect; clearly that is not 
the case

“We need to stop viewing 
women in leadership as a 
problem we need to solve, 
and start viewing it as a 
more balanced approach to 
leadership.”

While progress has been 
slow on gender balance, 
Wesfarmers has achieved 
rapid progress in regard to 
Aboriginal employment.

The number of Aborigi-
nal people employed by the 
group jumped from 1,302 in 
June 2013 to 4,231 in June 
2017.

Most of the Aboriginal 
employees are with Coles, 
which has continued to 
improve on this goal since 
the end of the financial year.

Coles managing director 
John Durkan announced 
last month that his business 
employed 3,373 indigenous 
staff.
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24,963 
WESFARMERS STAFF IN WA

businesses in some cases 
had a better record than the 
retail businesses.

“That highlights there are 
opportunities to continue to 
improve,” he said.

The second overarching 
priority was to ensure Wes-
farmers’ multiple businesses 
remained competitive, par-
ticularly in retail.

“Bricks and mortar retail 
businesses quite deliberately 
have a higher requirement 
for people than some of the 
startup or online businesses 
or discounters,” Mr Scott 
said.

“The more successful we 
are, the more people we end 
up employing, and we’ve 
demonstrated that.”

He said that was why 
Wesfarmers continued to 
push for a level playing 
field in terms of regulation, 
notably in Western Australia 
where retail trading rules 
limited opening hours for 
chains such as Coles.

Mr Scott said his group 
spent little time pushing for 
legislative reform in regard 
to workplace relations.

“Our focus has been more 
internal,” he said.

“We engage closely with 
team member and unions, 
to try and arrive at construc-
tive outcomes.”

He is hoping the SDA – the 
union that represents shop 
workers – will come around 
to Wesfarmers’ position in 
support for retail trading 
deregulation.

“I value the role they play,” 
Mr Scott said.

“We have a lot in common; 
there are opportunities for 
us to work more closely 
together.

“I think there is a lot of 
alignment between what 
we want and what the union 
should be advocating.”
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Biggest employers
1,692 results from our index of 93,042 articles, 9,165 companies and 31,242 people.
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CMG to acquire V&V Walsh 
27 Nov 2017 by Business News
Biggest retail players, as well as operating the highly successful Linley Valley Pork brand. V&V 
Walsh ... jobs and exports for WA.” The two companies will jointly employ more than 1,400 
Western Australians. ...

Consolidation continues among major employers 
14 Dec 2016 by Matt Mckenzie 
Employers survey has uncovered. Jobs growth at Western Australia’s 10 biggest companies more 
than doubled ... research for the BNiQ Biggest Employers list. And while the combined total is 
down slightly from 102,000 in ... in second tier of major companies has been more subdued


