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Culinary Skills Crisis – Adapting to a shifting landscape 

Executive Summary 

This paper provides an insight into the skills shortages within the culinary/hospitality industry, the 

current educational system and lack thereof. The current vocational training system is flawed, 

impacting the economy and the community. The trades have been in decline and are heading towards 

a crisis point, where standards are no longer being attained and services are being comprised. 

There are currently no accredited courses in Australia where these skills can be learnt creating a 

vacuum of knowledge, reducing skills and our global competitiveness. 

It should be stated at the beginning I am not an academic, I do not claim to be an academic; what I am 

is someone with 35 years of professional experience who is passionate about our industry and very 

concerned for the future of the culinary trades and, in turn, the Hospitality Industry in Australia. 

I have been told, we in the industry should not be classed as ‘professionals’ purely because we are 

also classified as a ‘trade’ and because there are currently no master level qualifications within the 

Australian industry. 

It is time we and others start to treat our industry as professionals and earn the respect we deserve. 

The industry has worked hard and sacrificed to be where it is now; the majority of culinary and 

hospitality workers chose this career, for the love and the enjoyment, the comradery, learning from 

each other and ultimately to make guests feel happy. Other industries get rewarded for their efforts, 

and long hours they sacrifice, it is time to make changes within the industry for the future generation.  

Career pathways in the culinary and hospitality trades need to be clear; along with the training and 

qualification levels. There are skills shortages across the industry; unfortunately, one current effect is 

a dumbing down of industry values. 

This needs to change, as professionals, we need to ‘want’ to be in the kitchen, it is not a right, and it 

needs to take effort, further there needs to be respect and passion for what we do. Streamlining and 

implementing a strong educational system with levels of attainment/qualification and recognition of 

skills is the solution.  

As someone who has been, educated, trained, mentored and has in return trained and mentored 

others in the industry at all levels over many years, I still have the passion and drive to improve 

standards across the industry.  

I believe “without passion there is no heart, without heart there can be no passion…” without these, 

there will be no change in the industry. 
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About - Athol Wark – Executive Chef   
Hospitality and Tourism - Culinary  

A skilled award-winning Executive Chef with more than 35 years of professional experience in hotels, 

casinos, convention centers, resorts, restaurants, and banquet settings offering a variety of cuisines.  

Experienced in traditional/modern/fusion menu development, food cost analysis, budgeting, 

inventory control and purchasing. Athol efficiently manages and assists kitchen staff in producing food 

for banquets and catered events ranging from 10 to 4000 guests with 11000 athletes at the 2017 

Universiade Games in Taipei, Taiwan. 

He has a successful record of contributing positively towards the opening of new venues and 

representing Australia as an Executive Chef and/or team leader for World Expo’s, major events and 

guest Chef / lecturer appearances in premium establishments around the world. 

At the 2005 World Expo in Japan, Athol was initially brought in as a consultant chef/senior chef in the 

VIP lounge, his responsibilities were increased to the overall catering at the Australian Pavilion. 

At the 2010 Shanghai World Expo Athol had responsibility for the Australian, Brazilian, United States 

and New Zealand Pavilions.  

In 2021 Athol will once again be working for a World Expo (Dubai 2020) as Executive Chef – Event 

Readiness with responsibility for the USA Pavilion, Australian Pavilion and Workforce. 

Athol is a Northern Territory Culinary Ambassador, Tourism Central Australia Ambassador, and a 

lifetime member of the International Specialised Skills Institute (ISS Institute). He has been a member 

of numerous professional associations and recently joined the Australian Institute of Technical Chefs.   
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Introduction 

Questions 

What are the problems? 

Australia needs to address the dual challenges of ‘unrecognized skills’ and ‘skills shortages’. ‘Skills 

shortages’, are where there are the skills in the workforce, but there is insufficient labor to fill 

industry/business’s needs.  

Whereas ‘unrecognized skills’ are basic and high level skills which no to have underpinning higher 

education/accredited courses. The crucial gap is where the education/training pathway has been 

decimated i.e. the lack of pathway from post-apprentice to Advanced Trades > Master Crafts level. [2] 

In this scenario, the pathway to executive chefs can further develop their talents and capabilities to 

master craft/artisan level is not available nor recognized by the Industry in this country. The current 

vocational training system is flawed, impacting the economy and the community. The trades have 

been in decline and are heading towards a crisis point. 

Why must skill shortages and unrecognized skills be addressed? 
Broadly speaking incoming applicants have a ‘now attitude’ and ‘sense of entitlement’, leading to a 

poor work ethic; rather than the discipline, dedication and skills built over years of quality training. 

This is leading to an imminent demise across the culinary industry with the lowering of standards and 

outcomes. 

Who is it affecting? 
Industries, (such as Hospitality with a flow-on to Tourism) as a whole are affected due to the lack of 

work-ready skills, such as work ethic, the ability to improvise, necessary discipline and technical 

knowledge; in the past, these skills and knowledge were earned through training, mutual respect and 

time. 

The flow-on effects touch all levels of society whether you are a member of the industry, a business 

owner, a supplier, or a customer. 

What is the impact? 
It is creating a reduction in criteria across the industry with a large proportion of standards no longer 

being attained and services comprised. 

As there are currently no accredited courses in Australia where these skills can be learnt it is also 

creating a vacuum of knowledge, reducing skills and our global competitiveness.  

What are the solutions? 
Accreditation; where skills, knowledge and understandings are acquired on the job through training, 

experience and from a formal education system along with digital/printed material. There is a need 

for a cohesive work and education system from basic to advanced and/or specialised skills.  

When to implement the solution? 
Now!  

If Australia is to create and build sustainable industries; knowledge, skills, and understandings must 

be accessible and transgenerational through nationally accredited courses throughout Australia. 

International competitors have these capabilities, as well the education, training, and infrastructure 

to underpin them. These capabilities can be transferrable nationwide i.e. across all state and 

territories of Australia. 
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Current Situation 

The current situation is that our ‘unrecognised skills’ are the ‘real gap’- they address current and future 

needs i.e. ‘we do not have the skills and knowledge, there is no accredited course in Australia where 

we can learn these new skills and knowledge whether it is basic, advanced or specialised’ [2]. 

There may be individuals or firms that have these capabilities learnt from overseas and brought to 

Australia, or self-taught by those who are highly talented and motivated, however, these individuals, 

in the main do not share their capabilities, but rather keep the ‘know-how’ to themselves. [2] 

Unfortunately, over time they tend to retire and pass away as do the businesses they worked at. 

Digital Technology is only appropriate in certain circumstances such as theory work. Trades, 

hospitality and cookery, are all about the senses; the smells, the feel, the sounds and these are 

best done in the practical classroom and on the job experience. This can be done in tandem with 

digital technology e.g. History of Truffles, Theory of Cookery Methods etc... The practical classroom 

is critical to train in skills such as fish filleting, how to cook a steak medium-well, bread making, 

tempering chocolate, the actual art of doing and creating… 

Representation Who is advising the Government / TAFE about the culinary trade and what 

qualifications they need, want and desire… Who sits on these groups? Do they have representation 

from current industry groups such as the Australian Culinary Federation (ACF), Australian Institute 

of Technical Chefs (TCHEF), TAFE educators, Australian Hotels Association (AHA), and other 

industry peak bodies…?  

United Voice Within the culinary industry there needs to be one united voice to not only effectively 

seek better trading hours, conditions and practices but also to champion better skills and 

recognition for the industry.  

As of May 2020 there has been a positive push and agreement to align all the current culinary 
associations to form one peak body and speak with one voice. These conversations are ongoing 
and a step in the right direction. 

Prior to this a need within the industry saw the implementation of The Institute of Technical Chefs 

which was created to promote and recognize skills and qualifications. TCHEF are heavily involved 

in the above mentioned ‘peak body’ conversation. 
 

WHY TECHNICALCHEF? A chef in Australia is not a regulated trade’s person, which means, the standards of education, training, 

professional operation and ethical practice is entirely reliant on the individual. 
 

Self-regulation and skill shortages have allowed many semi-skilled employees to practice, or be described as a fully-skilled chef.  All too 

often in print and electronic media, persons are acknowledged as a specialist chef, however, by their actions, show they do not possessing 

the skills, professional attitudes, knowledge, and experience required of a chef who practices at the professional level. 
 

Commercial kitchens require two categories of employees, those who are semi-skilled who perform the mundane tasks, who work 

alongside the highly skilled who are the specialists.  The meaning of the word chef has dramatically changed with both categories called 

chefs. Even among the specialists there are the vanguard leaders. The public and industry need a reliable authority to identify those who 

are the fully trained specialist and leaders. [3] 

Wage theft? Is it acceptable for those in high level positions such as Executive Chef, with the same 

responsibilities and duties as his/her overseas colleagues to be paid a lesser wage because 

Australian Executive Chefs have no qualifications/credentials and no ‘master level’ through no fault 

of their own? [2] 
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Formal Credentials There needs to be credentials - a grading system to bench mark wages against 

a career level. The culinary profession needs to be able to negotiate qualifications and credentials 

within a salary bracket. At present many people call themselves a ‘Chef’.  

The common public belief is that anyone who cooks food as a job is a chef. However, a genuine 

professional chef is much more than wearing a crisp white coat, and only prepares food. 

Furthermore, a chef may be trained, or semi-skilled and more confusingly, the title Chef, 

Professional Chef, Certified Chef, Master Chef, Executive Chef, Chef de Cuisine, and other job 

descriptions have different ambiguous and subjective meanings that depend upon various 

perceptions, operations and establishments. [3] 

There needs to be a system whereby you are able to renew your professional training each year 

and in order to be classed as a professional chef, you must have a current registration to keep 

practicing. This way we will be able to maintain the integrity of our profession weeding out the 

self-titled ‘chefs’, ensuring the ability to earn the wage appropriate to skills, experience and 

knowledge. Making it a desirable profession and career. 

Social Equity Consider secondary school students who would like to go into the trades and are 

considered by some less than or not as good as those who aspire to go to university. This brings 

into question ‘social equity’. 

VET An Unjust System? Students at secondary school completing year 9 VET, told to take a trade 

pathway rather than university pathway for the dollar value it can bring to the institution, and so 

the school can safe guard funding along with year 12 results. One supposition is this may be an 

abuse of educational pathways putting dollars ahead of true education. This can affect the 

students’ moral, being told they are not good enough.  

Mental Health Respect needs to be brought back into the industry by implementing a national 

educational system that is valued by industry and stakeholders alike. Believing they and their 

chosen career path are truly valued will be a positive step towards improving the industry as a 

whole and the individuals’ mental health. 

As a bigger picture the mental health of chefs in general is a concern and the loss of industry 

standards, long hours, poor pay, social media criticism/bad reviews can make or break a chef’s 

career and many great chefs have lost their lives to suicide because of this. 

Key Issues 
 Australia needs to address the duel challenge ‘Unrecognized Skills’ and ‘Skill Shortages’. 

 There are no credential/accredited courses through which Executive Chefs can further 

develop their talents and capabilities to Master Crafts/Artisan Level that is recognized by the 

industry. 

 The current vocational training system is flawed impacting the economy and the community.  

 The trades have been in decline and are heading towards a crisis point. 

 We need to create an educational pathway to the highest level. 

Accredited Learning 
If Australia is to create, build and sustainable industries, knowledge, skills and understandings must 

be accessible transgenerational through nationally accredited courses across Australia. Our 

international competitors have these capabilities, as well the education, training and infrastructure to 

underpin them. 
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Flawed system 
The industry does not have work ready skill sets, work ethic, the ability to improvise, the discipline 

needed and or the knowledge as there was in past earned through mutual respect and time. There 

are currently no accredited courses in Australia where these skills can be learnt through a cohesive 

work and education system from basic to advanced and/or specialized skills. 

Further there is a demand from industry for accreditation.  

There are individuals or firms that have capabilities and qualifications learnt overseas and brought to 

Australia; there are also some individuals who are mentored by highly talented and motivated industry 

leaders.  

However, the industry along with the educational institutes do not recognize these highly skilled 

individuals and firms or the training and skills they have to give. In the main these skills and their 

knowledge can become lost. 

Competency-based training (CBT) was a failed model when it was introduced and continues to be 
so. My proposition is for the government to undertake a research project to ascertain an alternative 
model that recognizes and rewards talent. 
 
Never have the skills in our industry been more important; look how vulnerable we are because of a 

lack of understanding by governments and the education sector. 

Our recent experience with a global pandemic (not yet over) has shown vulnerabilities across many 

industries including culinary and hospitality. Changes will need to be introduced industry wide 

specifically for this type of scenario and in any future educational system. 

A recent article in the Qantas Magazine [4] was timely asking the questions… 

‘How do we hire for a future ready workforce when you do not know what that future holds?  

How do forward thinking employers know how they are going to secure talent for unpredictable times 

to come?’ 

Let alone training packages for these jobs. 

… This brings another question the universal dilemma for business leaders and jobseekers. How can 

you plan for a workforce for the future when you barely know what is around the corner? [4] 

The now recent COVID-19 pandemic has certainly added to the uncertainty and decimation of skills 

and trades and put the world into an uncertain incubation period. 

The other challenge for the world is to how address the Covid-19 fall out, and how to bullet proof our 

economies and our industry from future pandemics and other scenarios. 

Adapting Skills. 
Moving forward, Australia needs to address the dire shortage of skills that will impact on business 

competitiveness, from now and into the future. 

Learning and development needs to be front and centre in Australia; reskilling, upskilling and 

recognizing current skills, a system that captures the institutional memory and ensures the knowledge 

is passed down rather than lost. 

Currently there is no career pathway for trades to advance, after apprenticeship.  
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There are no ‘specialised advanced trades’ and lastly no ‘Master Crafts’; Anne McCaffrey in her 

fictional ‘Dragon Series’ based on the planet Pern [5] demonstrated how an educational system could 

be implemented from apprentice to ‘Master’ be it harper, farmer, baker or in our example chef. 

We need an educational pathway for a career in the trades similar to the university pathway.  

Another critical issue facing Australia is that educational qualifications no longer keep pace with 

change. Whether it is in schools, vocational education or university. The process is slow. Primarily 

because of the number of steps needed to create a national standard. 

No one wants to undermine Australia’s reputation for quality education by developing programmes 

to fast, but organizations are crying out to get people with the skills they need. 

Skills continue to evolve and develop. In today’s world with our ever-expanding knowledge and 

technology new skills are learnt daily. Terms such as ‘peer’ and ‘bite-sized’ learning are becoming 

more regularly used. 

These skills too need to be factored in as part of a future curriculum system and adapted each year to 

earn accreditation. 

Points to ponder 
 The trades are the backbone of our nation. 

 Why have we decimated our trades training pathways? Devaluing apprenticeships, advanced 

trades, specialised trades and master pathways.   

 As the masters (skills currently not acknowledged in Australia) retire and pass away and with 

no master level acknowledgement or training, high-level skills and knowledge are lost. 

Overseas competitors’ gain advantage of our ineptitude. 

 In recent times (Covid-19) Australia has recognized it has lost its independence regarding food 

production and manufacturing; we are no longer self-sufficient. 

 Australia needs to be less reliant on our global superpowers in such times a step towards that 

is to implement skills recognition and training across all industries including hospitality who 

currently would not be able to operate without overseas employees and their training. 

 Our governments have failed those who seek to be and are practising tradespeople. 

 Our educational system has failed the trades. 

How to fill the talent pipeline? 
With a shortage of skilled workers now and for upcoming roles; how can the culinary and hospitality 

industries tackle workforce planning and skills accreditation to meet future demand? 

The culinary profession must take a consolidated approach to lobby federal and state government, 

along with educational institutions to work closely for change and skills recognition. 

Developing a constructive purpose-driven curriculum along with programs that reduce training time 

to one or two years in an educational institute, re-establishing on the job cadetships and 

apprenticeships whilst increasing skill sets is of paramount importance. Thus, allowing                                               

an equivalent system to university degrees to be developed. 

We need people who are keen to get a foot in the door to complete both theory and on the job training 

and experience to commence advance their trade career path. This needs to be followed with an 

ability to attain specialised advanced trade and ultimately be recognised for their ‘Master’ skills and 

qualifications. 
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The industry needs support from partners such as the Federal, State and Territory governments to 

make these advancements and be sustainable into the future, addressing the skills gap on a national 

scale. 

What we want and need from our education systems. 
The industry both want and need a career pathway for the culinary trade, we need to build on the 

apprenticeship model to have ‘advanced qualifications’ further we need recognition of specialized 

skills and ultimately a master’s level qualification. 

As an example a system that has a similar structure to a university pathway e.g. undergraduate, 

graduate, honor’s degree, masters, PhD etc. 

 Leadership of the VET system, the Commonwealth and the states and territories need to agree 

to a new version for the VET sector that places work-based learning at the forefront of 

Australian skills development. 

 Speeding up qualification’s development. Industry-owned and government-registered skills 

organizations to be set up to take responsibility for the qualification development process for 

their industries and to control their training packages. 

 Clearer secondary school pathways and career guidelines. 
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