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Introduction

When qualifications collapse, lives are upended. For visa-dependent workers in Australia, the
deregistration of Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) triggered not just job losses, but the threat
of deportation. In late 2024, the Australian Skills Quality Authority (ASQA) cancelled more than 21,000
qualifications issued by non-compliant providers who had failed to deliver proper training and
assessment, putting vulnerable people at risk. These actions were necessary to protect public safety
and restore trust in the vocational education system. However, they also carried unintended
consequences for former students, many of whom relied on those qualifications for employment
compliance and visa eligibility. The result was emotional distress, legal uncertainty, and a deep erosion
of trust. Yet these human impacts are rarely factored into Human Resource (HR) or compliance risk
planning. This article explores the cascading consequences of RTO deregistration on workforce
stability, legal exposure, and employee wellbeing, and offers practical, ethical responses for HR
leaders navigating this disruption.

The Hidden Human Cost of Cancelled Qualifications

One industry sector that has been heavily affected by these cancellations is Australia’s aged care
sector, which operates under heavily requlated compliance requirements for employees, to safequard
vulnerable residents from neglect and abuse. When ASOA began cancelling over 21,000 gqualifications
in_late 2024 following investigations into widespread non-compliance among certain training
providers, thousands of individuals were suddenly left unable to meet the compliance conditions of
their roles. In many cases, the worker's visa status, and by extension their right to live and work in
Australia, is directly tied to maintaining valid industry qualifications. In an effort to resolve the
situation, some affected workers mistakenly turned to other RTOs in the hope of transferring their
credits and securing replacement qualifications; however, as clarified in ASQA’s public guidance, this
was not permitted once a qualification had been cancelled. These individuals had placed trust in
Australia’s education and employment systems, only to be penalised for decisions made entirely
outside their control. They were not acting fraudulently; they were doing their best within a flawed and
reactive system that failed to account for the human cost of regulatory disruption. Even when
employers did not diminish the demonstrated skills, some employees internalised the idea that their
contributions had been discredited, that the care they had provided was no longer seen as legitimate.



https://www.asqa.gov.au/students/qualification-integrity-regulatory-action
https://www.asqa.gov.au/
https://www.dewr.gov.au/skills-and-training/asqa-regulatory-action-cancelled-vet-qualifications
https://www.asqa.gov.au/students/qualification-integrity-regulatory-action
https://www.asqa.gov.au/students/qualification-integrity-regulatory-action
https://www.teqsa.gov.au/sector-update-ASQA-regulatory-action-cancel-qualifications-Luvium
https://www.teqsa.gov.au/sector-update-ASQA-regulatory-action-cancel-qualifications-Luvium
https://www.dewr.gov.au/skills-and-training/asqa-regulatory-action-cancelled-vet-qualifications
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Clear, timely guidance from HR teams could have prevented further harm by providing reassurance at
a time when affected workers felt confused and exposed.

How RTO Deregistration Creates HR and Compliance Risk

While the human impact of RTO deregistration is severe, the risks to organisations are equally
significant, and the Aged Care sector already carries a reputation for variable training standards. A
sudden cancellation of qualifications can leave companies with large portions of their workforce
legally unable to perform their roles. In the worst cases, providers may ignore the issue entirely,
keeping staff on the floor despite invalid qualifications. Most HR systems are not built to respond to
the invalidation of credentials caused by external requlatory action because they fail to stay informed
about regulatory changes, are unaware of the implications, or feel the situation is too complex to
address. HR teams are often left in an impossible position, with no consistent guidance from
regulators or agencies.

This is where systemic coordination is urgently needed; these are not misconduct cases, yet they
trigger the same set of urgent questions: can we stand the employee down, terminate them, redeploy
them, or are we at risk no matter what we do? ASQA, the Department of Home Affairs, and the Fair
Work Ombudsman must work together to provide clearand practical guidance for employers managing
affected migrant workers, particularly those on temporary or employer-sponsored visas. Without this
collaboration, confusion persists, decisions vary wildly, and both legal risk and human harm increase.
Inconsistent or unfair treatment may also lead to grievances, media scrutiny, or requlator attention.

Corporate Governance: A Missing Piece in Risk Planning

In many cases, the choice of RTO provider is driven more by cost than content, with little strategic
oversight. At a broader level, the risk extends to residents themselves, where poor training and a lack
of governance oversight can affect the quality of care. These blind spots are rarely acknowledged until
things go wrong, as seen in the unprecedented cancellation of over 21,000 qualifications, which left
employers scrambling to retrain or replace staff. Boards often focus on meeting compliance
obligations, but ethical governance demands more than just staying within the legal lines. Without
visibility of who holds what qualification, or where those qualifications came from, Boards are unable
to assess the scale of risk or activate a timely response. Boards must start treating training pipelines
as critical infrastructure, not just a compliance tick-box and begin asking the hard questions now:

What happens if worker qualifications are cancelled tomorrow?

How many staff would be affected?

How quickly could the organisation respond?

Do we have a clear picture of qualification risk across the organisation’s workforce?

N


https://www.asqa.gov.au/
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/
https://www.fairwork.gov.au/
https://www.fairwork.gov.au/
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5. Isthere an ethical contingency planin place or only a legal one?

These decisions reflect more than process; they define how an organisation values people, and
whether it sees its workforce as a liability or a long-term asset.

Best Practice HR Responses to Protect Workers

While ASQA is responsible for notifying affected individuals, not all notifications are timely or
understood, particularly by those with limited English. When a cancellation is confirmed, HR and the
employee’'s manager _should meet with each worker to explain the situation and outline the
organisation’s response to:

e Terminate affected staff and recruit replacements
e Reassign employees to lower-skilled duties and expect them to requalify in their own time
o Retain affected employees and implement a company-supported traineeship program.

The meeting should be clearly framed in advance as supportive, not disciplinary, with culturally
appropriate communication and the option of a support person or interpreter if needed. Employers
should also consider collecting the invalidated qualification during the meeting and provide a
registered, prepaid envelope for its return for disposal by ASQA, helping prevent unintentional future
use and confusion for the employee or any third-party assessor. While credit transfer is not permitted
under ASOA's cancellation process, recognition of prior learning (RPL) may be possible with
appropriate supporting documentation from the employer. Making the process accessible and
supported signals a genuine commitment to helping employees recover. While employers cannot
control ASQA's regulatory decisions, they can advocate for stronger, fairer support systems for
affected workers, particularly those on temporary or employer-sponsored visas. The aged care sector
should actively push for accessible requalification funding, clearer communication and coordinated
policy responses across ASQA, the Department of Home Affairs, and the Fair Work Ombudsman. These
are systemic issues that require a united voice and proactive engagement, not just internal
workarounds

Conclusion: Towards A More Human-Centred Compliance Culture

As regulatory and geopolitical risks continue to evolve, HR leaders and Boards must broaden their view
of compliance to include the people affected by it. Aged care organisations in particular must
recognise the real-world consequences of reqgulatory disruption and plan for them as seriously as they
do audits or budget risks. When qualification failures occur through no fault of the employee, the
ethical obligationis clear: respond with transparency, care, and accountability. This means embedding
qualification tracking, building ethical response frameworks, and advocating for better systems
sector-wide. As ASQA cracks down on non-compliant RTOs, this is only the tip of the iceberg. At the
time of writing, three more providers have just been deregistered, triggering another round of audits


https://www.fairwork.gov.au/tools-and-resources/online-learning-centre/difficult-conversations-in-the-workplace-manager-course
https://www.fairwork.gov.au/tools-and-resources/online-learning-centre/difficult-conversations-in-the-workplace-manager-course
https://www.asqa.gov.au/students/qualification-integrity-regulatory-action
https://www.asqa.gov.au/
https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/visas/already-have-a-visa/check-visa-details-and-conditions/conditions-list
https://www.fairwork.gov.au/find-help-for/visa-holders-migrants
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to identify affected workers and begin the process all over again. Latest figures indicate that more
than 145 RTOs are under investigation, with seven deregistrations and over 21,000 cancelled
qualifications to date. This is not a one-off disruption; it is a systemic shift. The time to prepare,
respond, and lead with integrity is now.
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