
Fuelling the energy sector
Demand for petroleum
and gas engineers looks
set to outstrip supply for
some time, reports
Stephen Matchett

Selling the profession to students: Engineering recruitment consultant Sarah Duke Picture: Colin Murty

‘While it may not be attractive . . . students who do
study it say it is the best choice they ever made’
Val Pinczewski, University of NSW

A
USTRALIA is on the verge of
an energy boom. The Gorgon
gas project announced last
month is worth $43 billion and
there are more gas fields off

the West Australian coast to come, creating
careers for the tradespeople and engineers
needed to explore and exploit gas and oil
resources. And the science of extracting gas
from coal seams is set to generate a new
industry in Queensland.

So why, Val Pinczewski asks, was nobody
interested in an $80,000 scholarship to
study petroleum engineering at the Univer-
sity of NSW last year? ‘‘We could not fill
it,’’ says the university’s perplexed profes-
sor of petroleum engineering and director of
the school of petroleum engineering.

What he finds even more puzzling is the
way students are flocking to study alterna-
tive energy. ‘‘Renewables provide 1 per cent
of world energy now and will provide 2 per
cent in 2050 but at UNSW a new school
looking at renewable energy is absolutely
flooded with people.’’

It is not easy to dismiss this as an
academic’s ire at the popularity of a
competing discipline. Pinczewski points to a
paradox that everybody acknowledges but
nobody knows how to address.

The Australian economy depends on
energy exports and there are good jobs for
people who want to study for a future in the
industry. It seems there are not enough
people willing to step up, although the
evidence is not conclusive.

Certainly there are not enough young
people. ‘‘Student demand is small, we have
to work hard to maintain it’’, says Richard
Hillis, head of the Australian School of
Petroleum at the University of Adelaide.

According to Hillis, interest in engineer-
ing has grown recently at Adelaide, but he
suspects this is due to the appeal of new
areas, such as avionics and pharmaceutical
engineering, while his discipline suffers
from a perception problem. ‘‘Our industry
is not seen as modern.’’

But it is rewarding. Brian Evans, who runs
the department of petroleum engineering at
Curtin University, says engineers on north-
west shelf projects are earning $180,000 a
year. However, while Perth is set to become
a world-class gas hub in the next two years,
it is still ‘‘unbelievably difficult’’ to find
professional people.

The problem, he suspects, is even worse
for trade workers. ‘‘TAFE can’t train people
fast enough because the trainers are being
poached into industry,’’ he says.

Eric May, the Chevron professor of gas
process engineering at the University of
Western Australia, where student numbers
spiked this year with 170 postgraduates, is
more worried about losing staff.

‘‘Universities in the Middle East poach
staff,’’ he says. Hillis agrees, pointing to his
most recent resignation, a staff member who
went to such a school ‘‘for double the salary
and no tax’’.

It seems the energy industry’s problems
have more to do with discovering and
developing staff than with the resources
they work with. Students, especially quality
ones, are in short supply but it is even harder
to hold on to the staff the industry needs to
train them. None of this surprises industry
experts, who have long lamented the decline
in student interest in all sorts of engineering.
According to Engineers Australia, the
strength of the engineering workforce will
have fallen by 25,000 by 2011.

Chief executive Peter Taylor says the
profession is losing potential practitioners
from a very early age: ‘‘There is a lot of talk
about senior school and university but the
problem is more basic and starts in primary
schools. Kids lose interest in maths and
science by year four.’’

Whenever the problem starts, everybody
agrees that it exists. ‘‘There is an erosion of
hard skills at an undergraduate level,’’ May
says. It’s why UWA requires students to
undertake foundation units before progress-
ing to petroleum engineering.

But whatever the shortcomings of new
students, graduates are needed in numbers.
Before the global financial crisis slowed
international demand, all the industry talk

was about the coming ‘‘great crew change’’
as the baby boomer generation of oil and
gas engineers and tradespeople retired.

According to consultants Booz Allen
Hamilton, about 50 per cent of oil company
employees will retire within the next five
years. And even in the aftermath of the
GFC, demand for staff is strong.

Tim Shanahan, director of the Energy
and Minerals Initiative at the University of
Western Australia, says the mining sector in
the west saw only a 4 per cent drop in
industry employment, with new projects
picking up people. The problem is that while
there are good jobs going at the elite end of
the industry, the number of people qualified
to fill them will fall for a while, whatever
happens in the immediate future.

For years universities across the world
have pumped out fewer graduates. Accord-
ing to Booz Allen Hamilton, the number of
petroleum engineering diplomas awarded
by US universities declined by 75 per cent in
the two decades from the early 1980s.

But the specific shortage of gas and
petroleum engineers is so new that it seems
to have snuck up on the industry, perhaps
obscured by renewed interest in engineering
in the resources states.

Ian Cameron from the University of
Queensland, a senior fellow investigating
engineering for the Australian Learning and
Teaching Council, points to strong student
interest in the discipline, with the student

intake at UQ doubling in the past five years.
According to Department of Education,

Employment and Workplace Relations stat-
istics, the number of people starting univer-
sity study in engineering and related
technologies increased by 2.7 per cent
between 2007 and 2008, but international
students make up more than a third of first-
year enrolments.

While engineering is not necessarily on
the nose with students, the Australian
Petroleum Production and Exploration As-
sociation says staff shortages in the gas
sector will dwarf previous needs for high-
level expertise in petroleum and chemical
engineering, as well as geoscience.

It’s an issue the gas and petroleum
community in Perth addresses with school
visit programs. Engineering recruitment
consultant Sarah Duke says an industry-
based program there has spoken to 12,000
students since the mid-90s. It probably has
convinced some to enter the industry.

According to a 2008 survey of final-year
engineering students, nearly 90 per cent
decided to study the discipline in their
senior school years or after year 12.

All agree on the need to talk the industry
up to prospective undergraduates. ‘‘While it
may not be attractive to young people at
high school, students who do study it say it
is the best choice they ever made,’’
Pinczewski says.

The long lead times to produce skilled
staff are also a problem. ‘‘It takes graduates
three to five years to master the detail and
industry needs people ready to go from day
one,’’ she adds.

So what is to be done? Everybody agrees
on the need to attract students.

Cameron argues engineering in general
needs to address student interests.

‘‘People want to do engineering, to be
creative. We have to factor this into
university curricula,’’ he says. However, this
won’t fix the energy industry’s imminent
staff needs. Like Duke’s industry group, the
universities in Western Australia send staff
to spruik in schools, if only to answer the
orthodox opinion among the young that the
gas and petroleum industries are environ-
mental vandals on the way out.

‘‘First years think fossil fuels are finished.
The media’s effect on them is strong,’’ May
says. ‘‘The young do not understand the
industry and the way it works to minimise
environmental problems.’’

But beyond plugging away through their
own efforts, most agree that industry and
government have a role to play in selling the
industry to students.

The universities have more precise plans
on how to handle the shortage of teaching
and research staff. The big three in oil and
gas engineering, UNSW, Adelaide and
Curtin, are about to become the big four
with UWA joining a program to share staff
so that the best specialist supervises courses
across the country. ‘‘We all have the same
problem of relatively few students and
broad expertise to cover,’’ Hillis says. And
Pinczewski believes it will provide the
industry ‘‘with a unified approach’’. It’s a
sensible solution to a practical problem, the
sort of scheme that will appeal to engineers.

And it is cause for hope that when
students start realising in numbers that
fossil fuels, especially Australia’s enormous
gas reserves, will be essential for decades to
come, there will be academics to train them
to work in the industry.
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Lecturer in Moral Theology
Full-time, continuing appointment
FACULTY OF THEOLOGY AND PHILOSOPHY
MCAULEY AT BANYO CAMPUS – BRISBANE
(ST PAUL’S THEOLOGICAL COLLEGE)
Australian Catholic University is a public university open to all, with six campuses 
located in Brisbane, Sydney (2), Canberra, Melbourne and Ballarat.

The Faculty of Theology and Philosophy is currently seeking a Lecturer in Moral 
Theology. In this position, you will have the opportunity to contribute to the 
development of this new Faculty through your teaching of undergraduate and 
postgraduate theology in the area of Moral Theology. In addition, as Theology has 
been identified as a priority area in the University’s research goals, it is expected that 
this position will provide opportunities to conduct and supervise research.

Total remuneration valued to $82,385 – $97,808 pa, including salary component 
$69,616 – $82,669 pa (Academic Level B), employer contribution to superannuation 
and annual leave loading.

Applicants should demonstrate commitment to the specific mission and Catholic 
ethos of the institution. Applicants must be able to demonstrate an understanding 
of the nexus between teaching and learning and research and scholarship.

How to Apply:

Obtain further information, including the position description and selection criteria, 
from the ACU National Careers website, www.acu.edu.au/careers Applicants should 
apply online addressing the selection criteria for the role. Additional information 
on working at ACU National, Equal Opportunity and Privacy Policies, is also available 
on the website.

Applications close Monday, 16th November 2009.

BE INSPIRED, 
BE PART OF A UNIVERSITY ON THE MOVE

COLLEGE OF ARTS

SCHOOL OF EDUCATION
The School of Education at UWS graduates around 1,000 undergraduate, Masters and doctoral students each year, 

works very closely and successfully with educational systems and industry, and is recognised as a leading university 

school in Education. 

We are looking to appoint new academic staff to permanent and fixed term positions at a time when we are sharpening our 

teacher education programs to reflect best future practice in education. We are seeking committed and talented teachers 

and researchers who understand key contemporary issues and have a feeling for necessary quality improvements and likely 

future directions in education. 

You may be an outstanding teacher and early career researcher, or you may already be developing on a strong 

research track. You may be a highly experienced academic, or an outstanding practitioner currently undertaking 

doctoral study and seeking further challenge. Whatever your current career path, we are interested in you if you are 

optimistic about education and young people, believe that universities can add value to their communities, and can 

assist our students and academic teams to lead thinking on contemporary and future educational issues, practices 

and outcomes. In turn, we will provide you with a stimulating, team-driven research and teaching environment within 

which to grow as an academic educator.

Please access the University’s website at http://www.uws.edu.au/vacancies/ to obtain the relevant Position 
Description and apply on-line. 

Tenurable / Ongoing Positions: 
REMUNERATION PACKAGE (comprising Salary, 17% Superannuation, and Leave Loading):
Academic Level B: $88,749 to $104,726 p.a.
Academic Level C: $107,896 to $123,767 p.a.
Academic Level D: $129,055 to $141,747 p.a.

The University reserves the right to appoint at Academic Level B (Lecturer), Academic Level C (Senior Lecturer) or Academic 

Level D (Associate Professor) depending upon the skills qualifications and experience of the successful applicants. 

The successful applicants may also apply for membership or associate membership of UWS’s Centre for Educational 

Research.

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION SPECIALIST – POLICY, 
PEDAGOGY AND CURRICULUM
(Academic Level B, C or D)
Bankstown Campus Ref No. 1066/09
Position Enquiries: Associate Professor Steve Wilson, 02 4736 0322 or email s.wilson@uws.edu.au 

PRIMARY EDUCATION SPECIALIST – HSIE AND 
SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY CURRICULUM
(Academic Level B, C or D)
Bankstown Campus Ref No. 1073/09
Position Enquiries: Dr Bronwyn Cole, 02 9772 6667 or email b.cole@uws.edu.au 

SECONDARY EDUCATION SPECIALIST – EDUCATIONAL 
PSYCHOLOGY AND YOUTH OR CULTURAL STUDIES 
(Academic Level B, C or D)
Penrith Campus Ref No. 1074/09
Position Enquiries: Dr Kevin Watson, 02 4736 0785 or email k.watson@uws.edu.au 

POSITION IN EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY BIRTH TO 
12 YEARS (Academic Level B, C or D)
Bankstown Campus Ref No. 1075/09
Position Enquiries: Dr Bronwyn Cole, 02 9772 6667 or email b.cole@uws.edu.au

Closing Date for the above positions: 6 November 2009.

Fixed Term Contract Position:

LECTURER IN SOCIAL ECOLOGY AND EDUCATION 
(Academic Level B)  
Penrith Campus Ref No. 1069/09
2 Year Fixed Term 
Remuneration Package: Academic Level B $88,749 to $104,726 p.a.
(comprising Salary, 17% Superannuation and Leave Loading)
Position Enquiries: Dr David Wright, 02 4736 0267 or email david.wright@uws.edu.au

Closing Date: 6 November 2009 

SCHOOL OF HUMANITIES AND LANGUAGES
REMUNERATION PACKAGE (comprising Salary, 17% Superannuation, and Leave Loading):
Academic Level B: $88,749 to $104,726 p.a.
Academic Level C: $107,896 to $123,767 p.a.
The University reserves the right to appoint at the level of Academic Level B (Lecturer) or Academic Level C (Senior 
Lecturer) depending upon the skills, qualifications and experience of the successful applicants.

LECTURER OR SENIOR LECTURER IN LINGUISTICS 
Bankstown Campus Ref No. 1076/09
The School of Humanities and Languages and MARCS Auditory Laboratories bring together scholars with interdisciplinary 
teaching and research interests in Linguistics. 

Applications are invited for the position of Lecturer (Academic Level B) or Senior Lecturer (Academic Level C) from scholars 
with teaching and research strengths in English linguistics. Preference may be given to scholars with expertise in semantics 
and pragmatics, and / or TESOL. 

LECTURER OR SENIOR LECTURER IN ISLAM AND 
MODERNITY 
Bankstown Campus Ref No. 1061/09
The School of Humanities and Languages and the Centre for Contemporary Muslim Societies bring together scholars with 
interdisciplinary teaching and research interests in Islam and Modernity.

Applications are invited for the position of Lecturer (Academic Level B) or Senior Lecturer (Academic Level C) from scholars 
with teaching and research strengths in sociological approaches to contemporary Islam, including Muslim minorities in 
Australia and globalisation.

Position Enquiries for the above two positions: Dr Bruno Di Biaise, 02 9772 6292 or email b.dibiase@uws.edu.au 

Closing date for the above two positions: 13 November 2009.

COLLEGE OF HEALTH AND SCIENCE 
URBAN RESEARCH CENTRE 

POSTDOCTORAL FELLOW IN URBAN STUDIES
Parramatta Campus Ref No. 1031/09
Remuneration Package: Academic Level B $88,749 to $104,726 p.a.
(comprising Salary, 17% Superannuation and Leave Loading) 
The Urban Research Centre is seeking a new Postdoctoral Research Fellow. This follows the appointment of Dr Mark 
Davidson to a prestigious position at Clark University in Massachusetts. We seek to appoint a PhD graduate who aspires to 
be a member of the future generation of esteemed international researchers. The Postdoctoral Fellow in Urban Studies will 
be given considerable guidance and support to build a successful research career. The appointee will provide substantial 
input to the research program of the Urban Research Centre through quality research resulting in high impact academic and 
applied publications. The appointee will also help build strong national and international collaborations, seek external research 
funding and make a contribution to the Centre’s postgraduate training programs.

Position Enquiries: Professor Phillip O’Neill, (02) 8833 5988 or email: p.oneill@uws.edu.au 

Closing Date: 16 November 2009.

SCHOOL OF NURSING AND MIDWIFERY

POSTDOCTORAL RESEARCH FELLOW
Parramatta Campus Ref No. 963/09
Remuneration Package: Academic Level A $63,073 to $84,467 p.a. (comprising Salary, 17% 
Superannuation and Leave Loading)
An exciting opportunity exists to join the Aged Care and Palliation (ACAP) research stream within the School of Nursing and 
Midwifery at the University of Western Sydney. ACAP pursues high quality, timely and relevant research and education aimed 
at improving treatment and service delivery for the increasingly ageing population with regard to multiple issues of aged care 
and palliation. We seek an energetic postdoctoral researcher to join our team. The successful applicant will hold a PhD in 
nursing or another relevant discipline, and have a publication history and track record in securing research funds. 

Position Enquiries: Professor Esther Chang (02) 9685 9046; email e.chang@uws.edu.au 

Closing Date: 26 October 2009.

Please visit the UWS Website: http://www.uws.edu.au/vacancies/ for full details 
on these positions and how to apply.

UWS values workplace diversity

For full details, application procedures and other vacancies 

check our website at www.hr.unsw.edu.au/jobs.html

Office of the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (International)
Division of the Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Academic) 

Associate Directors x 3
UNSW INTERNATIONAL
Full time (continuing) positions avail from February 2010
Base: $88K - $94K pa 
Global Education | Ref. 6766
International Student Sponsors | Ref. 6767 
International Office | Ref. 6768 

General Manager
UNSW INTERNATIONAL 
Full time (continuing) positions avail from February 2010
Base: $88K - $94K pa | Ref. 6765
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