
 
 
 
8 October 2004 
 
 
 
Mr Tony Hinton 
Commissioner 
Productivity Commission 
P O Box 80 
BELCONNEN   ACT   2616 
 
Email: building@pc.gov.au 
 
 
Dear Mr Hinton, 
 

Productivity Commission 2004, Reform Regulation, 
 Draft Research Report,  

Productivity Commission, August 
 

On behalf of my Association, I wish to acknowledge the very comprehensive set 
of work presented in this Draft Research Report. 
 
The MPMSAA is pleased to have the opportunity to comment, and our 
submission is attached. 
 
We would be prepared to provide further detail on any issue of our comments 
and offer access to our records of reports focussed on occupational licensing. 
 
In particular, we fully endorse the establishment of the National Plumbing 
Regulators Forum and the work done to draft the Plumbing Code of Australia. 
 
It is only with strong commitment at the National level with all Government and 
Territory Support that nationally consistent outcomes can more rapidly and 
internationally responsively be achieved. 
 
To that end the MPMSAA especially endorses the proposition of the Chairman 
of the ABCB for the establishment of a regulatory regime for plumbing that 
mimics the ABCB – an IGA for plumbing and the establishment of an Australian 
Plumbing Codes Board. 
 
Yours sincerely, 

 
 
Ray W Herbert, FIE Aust CP Eng 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
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1. PLUMBING INDUSTRY OVERVIEW 
 

In Australia it is well established that plumbers and plumbing are 
regulated. 
 
Initially, for public health purposes for water and sanitary work.  Further 
regulation of gasfitting included OH&S and public safety requirements. 
 
More lately, new regulatory requirements have been introduced for 
sustainable environment outcomes including water saving, energy 
efficiency, greenhouse gas emission reduction and control of ozone 
depleting gases. 
 
In Victoria for example, the regulation of plumbers for public health 
purposes began on 19 October 1914. 
 
From this early beginning, the need for industry involvement was 
recognised by the appointment of members of the MPMSAA to this first 
regulatory board. 
 
During the 1990’s the Australian Plumbing Industry responded to the 
accelerated process of microeconomic reform seeking the achievement of 
national standards and regulations seen as essential to the efficient 
working of the Australian economy. 
 
This applied to the replacement of local authority technical regulations 
with Australian Standards, and with improvement to reciprocity and 
mutual recognition of licensed trades’ qualifications. 
 
In our experience, the time frames to achieve nationally consistent 
systems have been long term. 
 
Although the important AS3500 Plumbing Standard was achieved in 
1989 after ten years of industry input, it took another ten years for 
gradual adoption by State and Territory jurisdictions. 
 
The National Technical Standard was an important forerunner to the 
more important and recently developed Plumbing Code of Australia 
(PCA) in 2004. 
 
This outcome of the PCA has only been achieved by the establishment of 
the National Plumbing Regulators Forum. 
 
In the 1980/90’s era a series of reviews of occupational licensing of 
plumbers were undertaken. 
 
These resulted in reports by B H Tregillis, A S Paine and L J Hossack. 
 
The extent of study is shown by the attached Bibliography from: 
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“A proposal for a Nationally Consistent System of Occupational 
Licensing for Plumbers and Gasfitters – L J Hossack 1992.” 
Refer Attachment No.1A. 
 
As an outcome of these reviews, much has been done that has been 
assisted by the mutual co-operation of ANZRA – the Australia – New 
Zealand Reciprocity Association of Licensing Authorities for plumbers 
and gasfitters in Australia and New Zealand. 
 
A copy of the ANZRA reciprocity agreement on recognition of the 
Certification of the Competency of Plumbers, Gasfitters and Drainers, 
July 1983 is attached.  The original agreement was made in March 1950 
and has been amended several times over the decades.  Refer 
Attachments No. 1B and 1C “What in the World is ANZRA”  
 
The fifty years of reciprocity and mutual recognition experience in 
ANZRA is an important key underpinning the establishment of the 
National Plumbing Regulators Forum and enables a national progression 
to an Australian Plumbing Codes Board. 
 
As an outcome of these reviews, much has been done to modernise the 
trans-Tasman relationship for recognition of plumbing qualifications. 
 
A key to progress in plumbing was the establishment in 1981 of the 
Victorian Plumbing Gasfitters and Drains Board, forerunner of the 
current Plumbing Industry Commission. 
 
The introduction of this Board in Victoria dispensed with some 230 other 
plumbing regulatory bodies and paved the way to a more uniform and 
consistent technical regulatory system. 
 
This has been particularly important in Victoria when the Water Industry 
corporatised and the Gas and Electricity Utilities privatised. 
 
The background to the 1981 legislation is shown in the extract from the 
report, 
“A Business View of Industry Self Regulation for the Plumbing Industry – 
R Herbert, February 1993.”  Refer Attachment No. 1D 

 
 
 

2. THE NEED FOR AN INTERNATIONALLY CONSISTENT 
OPERATING REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT FOR PLUMBING 
AND GASFITTING IN THE AUSTRALIAN WATER AND GAS 
INDUSTRY 

 
An outcome of the reviews of the 1990’s was a nationally consistent 
approach to the recognition of overseas qualifications, the approval of 
plumbing products and the alignment of plumbing and gasfitting 
standards with international standards. 



 5

As Australia continues to grow, skills shortages attract qualified migrant 
plumbers and gasfitters.  ANZRA operates a reference system of 
qualifications of plumbers from known countries and provinces 
throughout the world that register plumbers and gasfitters. 
 
This reference system is recognised by the World Plumbing Council 
(WPC) and of course, is used by all Australian States and Territories and 
New Zealand. 
 
With the advent of the National Plumbing Regulators Forum and with the 
support of the ANZRA body, the 50 year old Association of the Plumbing 
Licensing Authorities in Australia, a breakaway from the failed National 
Building and Construction Industry Training Council, was achieved. 
 
Almost immediately the plumbing industry was able to move forward 
again after 13 years and achieve a new forward looking set of Nationally 
Consistent Plumbing Trades Competencies. 
 
Nationally consistent technical installation standards and product 
approval need to be aligned with, and where necessary, adopt 
international standards. 
 
Water, waste water, reuse water, recycled water, roof water industry 
developments, and air quality standards in Australia are responsive to the 
World Health Organisation. 
 
The MPMSAA as a member of WPC is very conscious of the 
international plumbing industry response to the recent SARS outbreak 
and of course, the ongoing issues related to Legionella in warm water 
systems and air conditioning. 
 
Water borne diseases remain an increasing concern for high standards of 
plumbing as microbiologists show high levels of contamination of 
modern water supplies in Australia. 
 
The maintenance of up-to-date separate technical standards and codes 
that reflect both Australian and international bodies of research is critical 
for both productivity and the general goals of public health and safety. 
 
The productivity issues further highlight the need for separate and up-to-
date standards for plumbing and also relate to the vast supply of imported 
products, pipe work systems and related service technology requirements. 
 
Australian’s are sold houses and apartments boasting the latest 
“European” appliances. 
 
However, the market has a growing influx of Chinese manufactured 
products, and companies such as the Japanese manufacturer, RINNAI, 
are so well known they are often thought of as Australian products. 
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Gas technical standards are strongly influenced by the International Gas 
Industry and this again points to the important need of separation of the 
plumbing codes from the built fabric of the building codes and the need 
of local building regulators. 
 
The MPMSAA for many of these reasons has opposed the incorporation 
of a Plumbing Code of Australia into the BCA. 
 
This view has been held especially since the publication of the New 
Zealand Building Code gave example of the complexity this code 
provides for plumbing standards and regulations. 
 
For efficiency and productivity the PCA and future conversion of the 
former Australian Gas Association Standards to Australian Standards 
must not be incorporated into the BCA, and remain as companion 
documents to the BCA. 
 
Again, once the National Plumbing Regulators Forum was established in 
2002, work was immediately possible on a Plumbing Code of Australia. 
 
This code published in 2004 with its relationship with the Australian 
Standards has enormous opportunity to drive national consistency and 
productivity, particularly for the key areas of water efficient technology, 
gas efficient technology and new technologies for reuse and recycled 
water installations. 
 
Australian productivity recommendation must consider the aggressive 
nature of the international plumbing technology and manufacturing 
industries that look to enter the Australian market as it grows and also 
responds to international standards of health, safety, environmental 
efficiency and sustainability. 
 
The MPMSAA believes the current progress by the National Plumbing 
Regulators Forum in achieving the Plumbing Code of Australia is one of 
the most progressive steps in the last twenty years in response to the Inter 
Government Agreements of 1991 with the aim of reforming inter-
governmental relations and enhancing national efficiency. 
 
The use of Inter-Government Agreements might be considered a useful 
step to facilitate the collaboration of the NPRF with the Australian Gas 
Technical Regulators Committee (GTRC). 
 
GTRC deals with transmission, distribution, installation, appliance, and 
safety and gas quality regulations in all States.  GTRC is actively 
involved in regulatory reform and development activities. 
 
The IGA for plumbing and gas could point the way for the future vision 
and Strategy for the Australian Plumbing Code Board. 
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3. AUSTRALIAN BUILDING CODES BOARD NAME SHOULD 
REMAIN UNCHANGED 

 
The MPMSAA notes that the Draft report suggests widening the scope 
and role of the ABCB and thus requires a name change. 
 
The MPMSAA suggests it may be inappropriate to change the name to a 
Regulation Board.  From a 100 years plumbing perspective, regulation is 
often at the lowest level of Authority and hundreds of plumbing 
regulators still function in Australia. 
 
The ABCB has become an identifiable trans-Tasman brand name which 
could be successfully re-launched with additional responsibilities. 
 
The use of the Term Code offers a higher level of professional statutory 
recognition than being seen as just another public service regulation 
department. 
 
The MPMSAA dictionary suggests a Code provides for the Systematic 
Collection of Statutes, body of laws so arranged as to avoid inconsistency 
and overlapping; set of rules. 
 
Regulation is more specific in definition viz. regulating or being 
regulated; prescribed rule; authoritative direction. 
 
The goals for the ABCB seem to be more for establishing uniformity and 
national consistency for systems which could be achieved by a stronger 
commitment of State and Territory jurisdictions through a new Inter 
Government Agreement. 
 
 

4. DRAFT FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

4.1 Code Content and Coverage 
 

The benefits of national consistency or even international 
consistency are well recognised in many fields of endeavour, 
including plumbing and gas fitting. 
 
The Draft report correctly notes there is considerable resistance from 
the plumbing industry against the consolidation of plumbing 
requirements into the BCA.  This relates to many reasons of 
achieving industry efficiency through national consistency for 
plumbing qualifications, licensing, certification of compliance, audits 
and product approval processes. 
 
The MPMSAA supports the recorded Statement of the South 
Australian Government at p.124 as follows; 
 
“The National Plumbing Code of Australia will provide for plumbing 
what the BCA has provided for the building fabric.  It is closely 
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aligned with the BCA and eventually be seen as a companion 
document regulating plumbing on a nationally consistent basis. 
 
The MPMSAA suggests amendment to DRAFT FINDING 6.2 as 
follows. 
 
DRAFT FINDING 6.2 
 
Incorporating the Plumbing Code of Australia (PCA) into the 
BCA would not seem to be warranted. 
 
The MPMSAA believes the Draft Recommendation 6.3 should be 
amended as follows: 
 
AMENDED DRAFT RECOMMENDATION 6.3 
 
The ABCB (or its replacement) should continue to work with the 
National Plumbing Regulators Forum (NPRF) and the 
Australian Gas Technical Regulators Committee (GTRC) to 
identify and resolve differences between the BCA and the PCA 
and on-site gas requirements. 
 
DRAFT RECOMMENDATION 6.5 
 
The MPMSAA endorses DRAFT RECOMMENDATION 6.5 
particularly to deal with ongoing maintenance and services 
access during the life of the building. 
 

4.2 Regulatory Systems: Compliance and Delivering Outcomes 
 

The MPMSAA endorses the Statement on p. 159 as noted by the 
Tasmanian Department of Infrastructure, Energy and Resources, a 
system of building practitioner licensing and accreditation should 
enable consumers to expect; 
 
• the practitioner meets qualification and competence requirements  

• he/she has a requisite level of experience 

• he/she has undertaken continuing professional development 

• he/she may be audited, and a complaints/investigation procedure 
is in place 

 
• he/she has the required insurance 

 
In respect to audits the MPMSAA endorses the model used by the 
Plumbing Industry Commission in Victoria.  This model is trans-
Tasman having been recently adopted by the NZ Plumbers, 
Gasfitters and Drainlayers Board.  It is a system closely aligned to 
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the CORGI system for gasfitting audit in the UK and Certification of 
Compliance used in France. 
 

5. OTHER MECHANISMS FOR ACHIEVING OUTCOMES 
 
5.1 Training 
 

National Training Packages for plumbing and gas have been 
achieved in 2004 for the first time in Australia under the auspices of 
ANZRA and the National Plumbing Regulators Forum with the 
support of ANTA. 
 
Until the 1970’s, plumbing trade skills were dealt with in harmony 
with the many water, gas and local government regulators.  These 
regulators also exercised a plumbing product approval process that 
maintained a technology flow into trade training. 
 
Although not always consistent throughout Australia, lead agencies 
in Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane enabled progressive technology 
transfer to occur for skills training. 
 
In the 1970’s, Australia moved to change its National Training 
Structures influenced in particular by the 1960’s UK legislation for 
industry sector training boards and the now failed UK levy grant 
system. 
 
A similar structure to the UK was put forward in Australia without 
any understanding of the distinctly superior plumbing regulatory 
arrangements in Australia. 
 
Unfortunately for the plumbing industry it was drawn into the 
Building and Construction Industry Training Council: structure in 
Australia.  This arrangement gradually impeded and choked 
improvements for plumbing as it was held alongside the breakdown 
of skills of the building trades into construction work categories. 
 
The MPMSAA recommends that future education and training 
arrangements for plumbing and gas should be in conjunction with the 
NPRF and under the auspices of a new Sector Council Plumbing and 
Gasfitting under the auspices of the ElectroComms and Energy 
Utility Industry Skills Council. 
 

5.2 Insurance 
 

A nationally Consistent System of Consumer Warranty Cover for 
plumbing and gas based on the model used by the PIC in Victoria 
would improve the ability to have a more competitive underwriter 
market. 
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6. GOVERNANCE ISSUES 
 
 The MPMSAA submission includes reference to the voluntary 

agreement known as ANZRA which for 50 years assisted mutual 
recognition and reciprocity but had long time frames towards 
national consistency. 

 
The MPMSAA suggests a DRAFT RECOMMENDATION 10.1A 

 
“There should be a recommitment by governments, in an IGA, to the 
objective across jurisdictions for plumbing and gas regulation.  State 
and Territory Governments should establish an Australian Plumbing 
Codes Board and ensure that the Plumbing Code of Australia is 
automatically referenced in State and Territory legislation and that 
jurisdictional variations and additions are minimised. 
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Attachment 1A 
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Attachment 1B 
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Attachment 1C: 
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Attachment  1D 
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