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The Australian Institute of Marine and 
Power Engineers 

 
The Australian Institute of Marine & Power Engineers (AIMPE) was formed in 1881 by 
Marine Engineers in Australia and New Zealand.  AIMPE represents the professional and 
industrial interests of marine engineers.  
 
AIMPE members are employed on merchant ships [both coastal and international], offshore 
industry vessels, tugboats, dredges, ferries, floating production facilities and many other 
specialized vessels. 
 
Marine Engineers operate and maintain the main propulsion systems on these vessels and 
the ancillary power generation and other machinery which enables the functions of the 
vessel to be carried out. 
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Executive Summary 
 
AIMPE seeks the removal of the classification of Ships Engineer (ANZSCO 231212) from the 
Skilled Occupations List (SOL) and the Consolidated Skilled Occupations List (CSOL). 
 
During the “resources boom” there was an unprecedented level of activity in the maritime 
industry including: 

 Strong levels of exploration and construction in the offshore oil and gas 
sector; 

 Construction of additional iron ore export facilities; 

 Extension of coal export capacity; and 

 Major dredging projects associated with multiple LNG plants. 
 
This massive array of activity drove very high levels of demand for Ships Engineers. Virtually 
all Australian Ships Engineers were fully employed during the “resources boom” – including 
a significant number of New Zealand citizens working in Australia under CER. Additional 
supplementary personnel were required by vessel operators. These were sourced via the 
s.457 visa program.  
 
All of the above factors are now no longer present. In addition Australian coastal shipping 
continues to decline with a further 8 ships withdrawn from trading during 2014-15 and 
2015-16. The demand for Ships Engineers in Australia has collapsed. Significant numbers of 
Australian Ships Engineers have been laid off and are now unemployed and their prospects 
are bleak. Some operators are offering part-time employment to forestall further 
redundancies.   
 
Key indicators include: 

 Large increase in Ships Engineers seeking work as measured by AIMPE 
Employment Roster (from <2% to >10%); and 

 Substantial reduction in the number of employed Ships Engineers as 
measured by AIMPE Seagoing category (approx. -30%). 

 
If 2010-14 was the boom period then 2015-16 has been the bust. 
 
Looking to the future: 

 there are no further new LNG plants on the drawing boards, nor is it likely 
that there will be any further major expansion of iron ore export capacity;  

 The one possible coal terminal expansion project is looking far from certain;  
 As the world oil and gas prices remains relatively low, exploration and 

construction activity in that sector is likely to remain subdued; and  
 Consequently, dredging is likely to remain minimal for the foreseeable future. 

  
In all of the circumstances AIMPE respectfully requests MACSM to recommend to the 
Minister that the classification of Ships Engineer (ANZSCO 231212) immediately be 
removed from the SOL and CSOL. 
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Marine Engineers and the Resources Boom 
 
The classification of “Ships Engineer” (ANZSCO 231212) is usually referred to in the 
Australian maritime industry as the Marine Engineer. Historically the majority of Marine 
Engineers in Australia were employed in the Shipping (or Bluewater) sector. However since 
the 1980s the Offshore Oil and Gas sector has grown from its origins in the Bass Strait to 
encompass many new fields including the North West Shelf off WA and the Timor Sea off 
NT. Together with the decline in the Shipping sector over the past two decades, this has 
seen the Offshore Oil and Gas sector become the dominant employment driver for maritime 
personnel. 
 
By way of verification, reference can made to the statistics published by the Seacare 
Authority in its Annual Reports table each year in the Federal Parliament. In 1999-2000 the 
Seacare Annual Report recorded that the Seacare Scheme covered 32 employers and some 
2,800 employees. Of these employees 1,792 (64%) worked in the merchant shipping sector 
and 1,008 in the offshore sector. [p.5 Seafarers Safety, Rehabilitation and Compensation 
Authority, Annual Report 1999-2000]. The Seacare figures refer to all classifications of 
seafarers – not just Marine Engineers.  
In 2004-05 the Seacare Annual Report recorded that there were 4,260 employees covered 
(3459 FTE). There were 94 Offshore vessels reported. [p.8 Seafarers Safety, Rehabilitation 
and Compensation Authority, Annual Report 2004-05]. 
 

 
 

 

By 2009-10 the Seacare Annual Report recorded that the number of seafarers employed had 
grown to 6,446 employees (4,513 FTE). There were 152 Offshore vessels reported.  [p.9 
Seafarers Safety, Rehabilitation and Compensation Authority, Annual Report 2009-10]. 
The boom was well and truly underway in 2012-13 when the Seacare Annual Report 
recorded that there were 8,486 employees covered by the Seacare scheme (5,273 FTE). 
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There were 220 Offshore vessels reported.  [p.6 Seafarers Safety, Rehabilitation and 
Compensation Authority, Annual Report 2012-13]. 
 
The following year the numbers were slightly down so that the Seacare 2013-14 Annual 
Report stated that there were 7,516 employees covered (4,721 FTE). There were 166 
Offshore vessels reported.  [p.vi Seafarers Safety, Rehabilitation and Compensation 
Authority, Annual Report 2013-14]. 
 
In the 2014-15 Seacare Annual Report it was reported that there were 6,868 employees 
(4,335 FTE). There were 207 Offshore vessels reported.  [p.viii Seafarers Safety, 
Rehabilitation and Compensation Authority, Annual Report 2014-15]. 
 
The above figures reveal a long term growth trend from 1999-2000 right through to 2012-
13. But by 2014-15 the Seacare figures indicate that total employment had dropped back to 
a level similar to that which was reported in 2009-10.  
 
AIMPE notes that many Australian seafarers are employed on vessels not covered by the 
Seacare scheme. Seacare has a limited jurisdictional footprint. For instance the Seacare 
scheme does not cover employees engaged in the harbour towage sector nor on harbour 
and river ferries. 
 
AIMPE expects that the 2015-16 Seacare Annual Report will show a further substantial 
decline in total numbers of seafarers who are covered by the Seacare scheme.   
 

Coastal Shipping sector decline 
 

Compounding the effects of the end of the investment phase of the resources boom has 

been an on-going decline in the coastal shipping sector. During 2014-15 the industry saw the 

withdrawal of several coastal trading ships including the Tandara Spirit, the British Loyalty 

and the Hugli Spirit – all petroleum tanker ships.  

The coastal shipping decline continued in 2015-16 and more Australian Ships Engineers 

were made redundant as four more Australian operated coastal trading ships were replaced 

by foreign crewed ships: Alexander Spirit, Portland, CSL Melbourne and British Fidelity. Two 

of these ships were petroleum tankers and the other two were dry bulk ships. All of these 

ships have been replaced by Flag of Convenience ships using Temporary Licences. The 

Temporary Licence ships are operated by entirely foreign crews. 

There are now only 11 major ships in the coastal trades that are Australian registered and 

are operated by Australia seafarers. Without debating the merits of the policies issues 

regarding coastal shipping, the withdrawal of Australian operated ships from the coastal 

trades in the last two years has reduced the demand for Australian Ships Engineers in that 

sector. 
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S457 Visas 2005 -2016 – Ships Engineers 
 
AIMPE has obtained the figures on the number of s.457 visas that have been issued since 
2005-06. These are set out in the table below. These figures show that the year when the 
highest number of s457 visas for Ships Engineers was 2012-13 when 374 were issued. This is 
consistent with the Seacare data which shows that total industry employment peaked in  
 
Nominated 
Occupation 

2005-
6 

2006-
7 

2007-
8 

2008-
9 

2009-
10 

2010-
11 

2011-
12 

2012-
13 

2013-
14 

2014-
15 

2015-
16  

 

231212 
Ship's 

Engineer 

           

ACT       ≤5     

NSW  ≤5 11 23 23 20 39 26 22 19 30 26 

NT 5 8 ≤5 ≤5  5 7 6 25 7  

Qld 9 18 20 17 5 17 103 96 35 9  

SA ≤ 5 ≤5 ≤5 6 ≤5   7 6 15 ≤5 

Tas ≤ 5 ≤5      6  9  

Vic 25 8 15 21 5 24 13 11 7 5  

WA 34 90 118 90 96 111 122 224 88 99 73 

Not 
specified 

10  ≤5   ≤5 ≤5 ≤5    

TOTAL 
GRANTED 

89 140 186 158 127 198 274 374 180 174 100 

 
2012-13. It can also be seen that in 2011-12 and 2012-13 there was a two year spike in the  
number of applications that were sourced from Queensland. This coincided with the 
extensive dredging for the Gladstone LNG developments. A long new shipping channel was  
required to provide materials supply and eventually LNG tanker access for the three new 
LNG plants on Curtis Island.  
 
In the same two years there were a high numbers of visas issued for WA. Again this 
coincided with major dredging works for the Wheatstone LNG Project near Onslow as well 
as construction works associated with the Gorgon LNG Project on Barrow Island. 
 
AIMPE also notes that members have advised that they saw little or no training of Australian 
Ships Engineers by the foreign dredging companies during these boom periods. AIMPE has 
raised this matter with officials of the Department of Immigration who advised that they did 
not have an auditing process for this element of the temporary work visa program. This lack 
of any auditing represents a weakness in the program and one which should be rectified. 
 
AIMPE has surveyed operators in the other sectors of the maritime industry and found that 
the rate of training of Ships Engineers [either as post-trade Trainee Engineers or post-HSC 
Cadets] has dropped dramatically in 2015 and 2016. There are a few exceptions including: 
the major towage company Svitzer which under an Agreement with AIMPE has sponsored 
19 new entrants; as well as the Bass Strait operators Toll and Searoad who have both 
maintained a steady intake. The lack of training by other operators is a response to the 
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availability of s457 visa personnel but it is also another adverse signal for the long term 
health of the Australia maritime industry. 
 
The number of new s457 visas issued for Ships Engineers in 2015-16 was lower than any 
year since 2005-06. The overall national trend is shown in the following graph. 

 
 

 
MACSM members may, on the above information, take the view that the temporary visa 
system has worked as intended – that it has supplemented a domestic labour shortage 
during a boom and is tapering off in a period of lower demand. 
 
AIMPE submits that the labour market situation for Ships Engineers has deteriorated even 
further than is indicated by either of the above data sources.  
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AIMPE Membership statistics 2014-2016 
 
Seagoing members of AIMPE are those who are qualified and employed on vessels as 
Marine Engineers. As at 30th June 2014 AIMPE had 1,804 Seagoing members.  By 30th June 
2015 this number had dropped to 1,654 which was a significant reduction (approx. 17%) and 
consistent with the Seacare statistics which showed an overall reduction in seafarer 
employment between 2014 and 2015. 
 
Then by 30th June 2016 AIMPE Seagoing number had declined to 1330. This represented a 
further 19.6% reduction in numbers year on year and a loss of 474 over the two year period. 
That is over a quarter of the number who were employed just over two years ago. 
These figures are reflected in the graph below. 
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AIMPE Employment Roster 2005-06 to 2015-16 
 
AIMPE has for many years operated a National Employment Roster to assist Seagoing 
members who are looking for work. The obligation on the individual Engineer is to be 
available to fill any vacancy that may arise. They are required to have a current Certificate of 
Competency with all necessary papers up to date and valid.  
 
This Roster is circulated to all of the employers with whom AIMPE has reached Enterprise 
Agreements under the Fair Work Act. This system allows employers to select personnel with 
the attributes that they require. There is no ‘taxi rank’ obligation on the employer to select 
the person at the head of the queue. Employers remain free to advertise and to fill 
vacancies without reference to the AIMPE Roster. It is reasonable to observe that employers 
more often utilise the AIMPE Roster if they have an unplanned short term vacancy that they 
need to fill (e.g. an absence due to injury or illness) 
 

 
 
 
During the mid ‘00s the number of Engineers on the list was negligible – generally not even 
reaching double figures. This did start to climb into the 20s and 30s towards the end of the 
decade but this was still a very small proportion of the overall Seagoing membership. In 
percentage terms this was less than 2% of AIMPE’s Seagoing members. However in 2014-15 
and 2015-16 the numbers of Engineers on the Roster has skyrocketed. The number of 
engineers actively looking for work is now over 130. These numbers do fluctuate on a 

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

AIMPE Employment Roster  
2005-06 to 2015-16 



Removal of Ships Engineer from SOL and CSOL Page 10 
 

fortnightly basis however this figure represents about 10% of the current Seagoing 
membership number of 1330.  
 
 

 
 
 
When the number of Engineers on the AIMPE Roster is subtracted from the total number of 
Seagoing Engineers then it can be seen that there were only 1,202 Engineers in employment 
at 30th June 2016 compared to 1,769 two years earlier. That is a drop of 567. Almost a one 
third reduction in employment in a two year period. 
 

The AIMPE Employment Roster reflects the range of qualification that are required by vessel 
operators around Australia. The breakdown of Engineers on one recent Roster was as 
follows: 
 

10 August 2016 

Designation Numbers 

Class 1 41 

Class 2 26 

W/keep 38 

Class 3 22 

MED 1 

Elec 3 

Total  131 
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The Class 1 Certificate of Competency as a Marine Engineer is a qualification that is 
recognised internationally and permits the holder to be the Chief Engineer of the largest 
vessels anywhere in the world. It is one of the highest qualifications under the International 
Maritime Organisation (IMO) Convention on the Standards of Training, Certification and 
Watchkeeping (STCW).  
 
Class 2 Certificate of Competency and Watchkeeper are also recognised under the STCW 
Convention.  
 
The Class 3 Certificate of Competency permits the holder to be Chief Engineer of any vessel 

up to 3,000kW [main engine power] anywhere out to 600 nautical miles. 

 

Underemployment of Marine Engineers 
 

During 2016 one major operator in the Offshore Oil and Gas sector has begun to implement 

a policy designed to retain a core of its Marine Engineer workforce. The policy involves three 

individuals sharing two jobs thus avoiding another round of redundancies. Most of the 

Engineers in the company have moved to this system. 

The Engineers have endorsed this policy and it has the support of AIMPE.  

However it is a measure which effectively builds in a level of under-employment in order to 

forestall further additional redundancies among Ships Engineers. At this stage the policy is 

restricted to one operator however it is possible that it may be adopted by other 

companies. 

This is another indicator of a very weak domestic labour market and another reason why 

MACSM should act on AIMPE’s request as soon as possible.
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Discouraged Marine Engineers  
 
AIMPE has an Ashore category of membership. The Engineers in the Ashore category are not 
working as Seagoing members. In the last two financial years 373 Engineers have 
transferred from Seagoing to Ashore membership. This substantial group of skilled 
personnel represent the discouraged component of the workforce. In many ways this is a 
waste of Australia’s human resources. These are highly trained Engineers who have recently 
been in employment in Australia’s maritime industry but who are now “on the beach”. 
 

 
 
However the Ashore category also represents a reserve of qualified personnel who could 
resume seagoing service if employment opportunities existed. When taken together with 
the 130 Engineers on the Roster, there are around 500 qualified Marine Engineers with 
recent experience on ships and various vessel types.  
 
When there are 500 qualified Australian personnel available to work, the fundamental 
rationale for the issuing of s.457 visas is absent. There is no longer any shortage of labour in 
Australia in relation to the Ships Engineer classification. On the basis of this demonstration 
of a collapse in demand for Ships Engineers in Australia, AIMPE respectfully requests 
MACSM to recommend to the Minister that the classification of Ships Engineer (ANZSCO 
231212) immediately be removed from the SOL and CSOL. 
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Future Projections 
 
MACSM members should also take into consideration possible future labour market 
demand before making any decision to recommend the removal of a classification from the 
SOL and CSOL. So where is demand likely to be heading in the Australian maritime industry? 
 
In the Offshore Oil and Gas sector there is likely to be some increase in activity over the next 
12 – 24 months. Examples of this increased activity include: 

1. The Ocean Greatwhite drilling project in the Great Australian Bight which 
may require 3 support vessels; 

2. The Inpex Ichthys project in the Browse Basin which may require 5 support 
vessels; and 

3. The Prelude project which will also likely require 3 support vessels. 
It should be noted that the drilling program for the Great Australian Bight may be of a short 
duration only – possibly less than a year. This could be extended if the early drilling is 
encouraging. In total AIMPE estimate that these vessels would require less than 80 Ships 
Engineers during the 2017 calendar year. 
 
The coastal shipping industry continues to decline at least in part due to the decline in local 
Australian manufacturing. The numbers of Australian General Register vessels and 
Transitional General Register vessels [both of which require Australian personnel] are both 
declining. As the number of vessels decline so too does the demand for Australian Ships 
Engineers. 
 
Indeed the Transitional licences will all expire in 2017. Recent trends have shown that vessel 
operators have been withdrawing Transitional licence vessels and the freight task has been 
taken up by foreign ships with foreign crews – operating under Temporary Licences. Unless 
there is a major regulatory change then there is unlikely to be any increase in demand for 
Australian Ships Engineers in the Shipping sector. 
 
There are no further new LNG plants on the drawing boards. It is unlikely that there will be 
any further major expansion of iron ore export capacity. The one possible coal terminal 
expansion project (Abbot Point, Qld) is looking far from certain to proceed.  
As the world oil and gas prices remains relatively low, new exploration and construction 
activity in that sector is likely to remain subdued. Consequently, dredging is likely to remain 
minimal for the foreseeable future. Certainly there are no major dredging projects in 
prospect for 2017 and so there is little or no prospect of any demand for Australian Ships 
Engineers from that sector. 
 
Based on this assessment of future demand for Ships Engineers in Australia, AIMPE 
respectfully requests MACSM to recommend to the Minister that the classification of Ships 
Engineer (ANZSCO 231212) immediately be removed from the SOL and CSOL. 
  


