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Overview
In May 2020, the Northern Institute of Charles Darwin University (CDU) was commissioned by the
Australian Government to prepare a high-level report on Aboriginal economic development in the
Beetaloo. The aim of the research was to outline how Aboriginal people could maximise economic
development opportunities from onshore gas development in the Beetaloo region of the Northern
Territory. The three key themes of the research were workforce development pathways, Aboriginal
business development, and maximising benefits from agreement making.
As originally conceived, the timeframe for the research was very short, between May and June 2020. The
Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications required broad
consultation with key regional stakeholders. Due to COVID-19 travel restrictions and the compressed
timeframe of the research, consultation was confined to key regional, government and industry
stakeholders with an interest in economic development in the Beetaloo, rather than widespread
community consultation. Apart from formal interactions with land councils, we did not include
consultation with affected Aboriginal communities nor did we interview key onshore gas project
developers undertaking exploration in the Beetaloo.
As described in the brief (see below), the aim of the CDU research was to provide advice to government,
Aboriginal organisations and regional business groups on pathways to success across the three quite
diverse scopes of work. As post-COVID-19 economic recovery programs and announcements prioritised
development in the Beetaloo, the synthesis of findings below was expanded to suggest Australian
Government investment in the region. A revised high-level summary also took account of the ‘National
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Agreement on Closing the Gap’ report issued by the Minister for Indigenous Australians Ken Wyatt in July
2020.
The full report provides background on the Beetaloo region, key and detailed findings associated with
each theme, and recommendations on further work required. We suggest that further scopes of work
need to be highly collaborative, incorporate existing Aboriginal governance structures, and aim to
consolidate the recommendations of a range of reports and inquiries.

The brief
The research was delivered by the Northern Institute of Charles Darwin University and funded by the
Australian Government. Its purpose was to design an Aboriginal Economic Development Strategy: Options
and Pathways Strategy to ensure that Aboriginal people are well-placed to benefit from the development
of energy and resource projects in the Beetaloo sub-basin corridor.
Located at the centre of the Northern Territory, the Beetaloo corridor, crossing through the Barkly, Roper
Gulf and Big Rivers regions, has been described as highly prospective for oil and gas developments. This
means that, at this stage of exploration, companies think ‘there’s lots of gas under the ground’ and the
gas fields are worth developing.
With development comes opportunities: opportunities for those regions and the Northern Territory to
diversify their economies through gas-based industries, opportunities for regional towns to provide
services and supplies, and opportunities for Aboriginal people to get jobs and negotiate for compensation.
This report was commissioned by the Australian Government to look at how people can best prepare for
these opportunities.
The three themes that the Australian Government wanted addressed in that context were:
•
•
•

how to maximise work readiness and employment
strengthening Aboriginal business development
investment of benefits.

The research team comprised researchers with diverse areas of expertise, access to multidisciplinary
literature and evidence pertinent to the separate scopes of work covered by the brief. The lead
investigators were:
•
•
•

Associate Professor Pascal Tremblay (strengthening business development)
Alicia Boyle (maximising work readiness and employment)
Jane Munday (investment of benefits, consultation report).

The team worked closely with Northern Institute colleagues (on topics such as demography and Aboriginal
governance) and benefited from the Northern Territory’s Industry Capability Network (ICN) concurrent
work that gathered data on Aboriginal businesses in the Beetaloo.
Overall, methods included a desktop review of all available reports, literature reviews and interviews with
55 stakeholders.
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As would be expected, the solutions to economic development are varied and opinions are not uniform.
The report acknowledges that not everyone agrees with onshore gas production, or fracking.
Furthermore, while most interviewees welcomed the focus on how the region would benefit from oil and
gas opportunities, some adopted a short-term pragmatic view of immediate benefits while others
emphasised the policy transition required for those regions to work towards long-term social and
economic progress.
Hence, some stakeholders emphasised the need to improve regional readiness for the immediate
potential opportunities. Others were more concerned with the long-term growth of human capital,
beyond the life of specific projects. The latter focussed on building regional residents’ skills, business
capabilities and institutions with a view to reinvesting some of the expected short-term benefits in
growing capacity to realise long-term sustainable opportunities.

Background on the Beetaloo regional economy and onshore gas
All prospective leases for oil and gas in the Northern Territory are on Aboriginal freehold land or land
subject to native title rights and interests. The Beetaloo sub-basin covers 18,500 square kilometres in the
centre of the Northern Territory, between the two regional centres of Katherine and Tennant Creek. The
sub-basin extends to the east along the Carpentaria Highway and joins other basins such as the Roper to
the North. It forms part of the McArthur Basin, the remainder of which is largely to the north-east, near
Borroloola.
There was no history of mining or industrial activity in the Beetaloo Basin until onshore oil and gas
exploration began about 10 years ago, although there is significant exploration and some mining in
neighbouring remote regions, such as the Bootu Creek Mine north of Tennant Creek and the McArthur
River Mine near Borroloola on the Gulf of Carpentaria.
In September 2016, a new Northern Territory Labor Government imposed a moratorium on hydraulic
fracturing (or fracking). The government commissioned an independent Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic
Fracturing in the Northern Territory, headed by Justice Pepper from the NSW Land and Environment
Court. The Inquiry’s report was delivered in March 2018, with 135 recommendations. In April 2018, the
NT Government agreed to implement all recommendations and lifted the moratorium.
While many companies are exploring in the Beetaloo, no production approvals will be granted until all
recommendations are implemented, including a Strategic Regional Environment and Baseline Assessment
(SREBA) for the Beetaloo (expected to be completed in 2022).
When talking of opportunities, an important contextual issue to note is that regions traversed by the
Beetaloo ‘corridor’ are sparsely populated, with a high proportion of Aboriginal residents, multigenerational disadvantage and up to 40% Aboriginal youth unemployment in the Barkly (Barkly Regional
Deal 2019). Yet employers remain highly reliant on backpackers, fly in fly out (FIFO), and overseas workers,
particularly in the southern part of the research footprint.
Rather than focussing on ad hoc individual projects with uncertain timelines and tied to specific locations,
any roadmap for social and economic development will need to acknowledge complexity and
unsophisticated business and governance structures across the region. The success of economic
participation for local people will depend on well-resourced, collaborative, culturally appropriate
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programs that bear little relationship to approaches that one might adopt in densely populated, more
urbanised regions and mature economies on Australia’s east coast.
Stakeholders repeatedly stressed the importance of community-led planning. This will build governance,
leadership, skills and capacity in order to prepare for region-wide opportunities when and as they arise in
mining, renewable energy, gas-based and other developments. Key challenges for future planning will
reside with improving the balance between those necessary institutional developments and require
substantial efforts to support the competitive positions of small enterprises employing Aboriginal workers
located in Beetaloo towns and communities.

The Barkly Regional Deal
The Aboriginal Economic Development Strategy for the Beetaloo is a supplementary initiative of the
Barkly Regional Deal, signed by the Australian Government, Northern Territory Government and Barkly
Regional Council in 2019. The Barkly Regional Deal covers 28 initiatives and $78.4 million in new
investment across the Barkly.
The Australian Government will invest $1.9 million to work with stakeholders in the Barkly region to
identify how increased gas activity in the Beetaloo sub-basin can yield significant economic benefits for
Aboriginal people in both the region and the wider Northern Territory. This report is one of several
designed to meet that commitment.

Findings from consultation: What people want
People consulted for our study told us they want a better roadmap to the future: what are the
opportunities, when will they be available and how to prepare now when so much seems uncertain?
This suggests regional stakeholders don’t believe sufficient information is available, and sometimes doubt
that the choices and decisions that need to be made are within their reach. Addressing these questions
proved complex and sometimes speculative. Even the companies don’t know for sure what lies ahead.
Many are still exploring. Then they have to test the wells, raise money and do technical studies to confirm
that projects can go ahead both safely and profitably. It’s only when companies make a ‘final investment
decision’ that they can provide certainty on ‘when’. But from then on, things might move very rapidly,
possibly too fast for many regional enterprises.
What many interviewees suggested, therefore, was to start with small steps and focus on the
opportunities that already exist. That way they get benefits now while helping prepare for expansion into
new industries if and when these additional opportunities materialise. Others believed that major project
operators and their top tier contractors would not be able to wait for regional businesses or workforces
to be ready to deliver.
People in Tennant Creek, a town with high Aboriginal unemployment, told us they already have trouble
filling many positions. Across the Northern Territory, with the right policies and funding, there are
potential jobs for Aboriginal people building and fixing houses, in civil construction and trades, in local
government, healthcare, education, land management and setting up small local enterprises. But these
rarely lead to enduring economic expansion. People talked of the importance of working together: from
region-wide planning to collaborative training programs that give everyone a better chance to access
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courses. They said it was important to have pipelines of work, then for companies to work together to
transition apprentices from one job to the next so they can finish their training.
Outside public sector employment, many of the most useful skills linked to upcoming opportunities in the
Beetaloo are likely to be in trades, civil construction (like truck driving), land management and ranger
groups, administration and providing services like accommodation, cooking and cleaning.
In relation to consultation, people said they want better coordination, time to think about things and
more control. Too much government consultation is rushed, tokenistic and driven by what outsiders want
rather than addressing the problems communities want solved.
Employment and training providers want coordinated data. They referred to fragmented approaches to
studies and data-gathering. It remains very hard to find a consistent and reliable set of economic or labour
market data at the regional scale. We don’t even know how many people are actually unemployed
because many aren’t registered.
Beetaloo region respondents assert that Aboriginal people want jobs but are unsure what work will be
available in the gas industry, and whether these jobs will match the local skills base. Some young people
have never had a job. They might come from families where there is no history or real understanding of
what it means to work, borrow money or run a business. We were told of young people doing well at
school or coming back from boarding school and ending up unemployed or on CDP. When people haven’t
worked for a long time, they may face many challenges at home and need more than just a helping hand.
They need a supportive work environment to build the level of confidence and experience needed to
participate in the mainstream economy.
Most respondents also stated that Aboriginal people want economic development on their land. They
have lots of ideas about small-scale businesses and commercial developments, such as tourism,
accommodation and civil construction enterprises. But past experiences suggest businesses generally rely
on imported (often non-Aboriginal) workers and managers.
Government staff and companies were worried about the payment of cash royalties as part of negotiated
agreements. They want to see money distributed to community development projects and community
benefits trusts that benefit the whole community and aim to improve foundational skills required for
economic participation.
The role of land councils is covered by legislation:
•
•
•

to ensure traditional owners have good information and get a proper say about development on
their land
to protect Aboriginal people’s land and access rights
to listen to traditional owners and negotiate good agreements with companies.

Interviewees mostly thought land councils should continue to do this. Land councils are encouraging the
growth of other governance structures, such as Aboriginal corporations, many of which are increasingly
well-run and experienced in making their own decisions. Some interviewees however commented on
fraud and mismanagement in remote communities and wanted better governance training and more
Aboriginal Economic Development Strategy for the Beetaloo - Executive summary Oct 2020
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controls on non-local people working in communities, such as a register of people who are sacked or leave
jobs in poor circumstances.
The Northern Territory Government has put out new policies such as a Local Decision-Making framework
that encourage more control over community planning and local service delivery. Government staff gave
examples of where progress is occurring, such as on Groote Eylandt, the Gurindji and Jawoyn Association.
Finally, but perhaps most importantly, Aboriginal people want respect for their continued cultural and
spiritual ties to country. Elders feel enormous responsibility to pass on the land to future generations.
They will worry about this until they can feel confident that their land and waters are safe. Only then will
they turn their minds to the opportunities and economic development that the onshore gas industry may
bring. Our reports contain many case studies that we hope will share useful knowledge and provide ideas
for discussion on these issues.

Key generic challenges to be addressed
Data gaps
We were hampered by a lack of consolidated data on all areas covered by this report. Stakeholders
expressed concern that much existing data lacks integrity. It is difficult to obtain sufficiently decentralised,
yet coordinated and reliable data sets – whether from government departments or the Australian Bureau
of Statistics - on basic issues such as number of businesses, labour markets, school enrolments,
educational outcomes and income streams from agreement-making. Poor data gathering, storage and
sharing inhibits evidence-based policy and a collective focus on Closing the Gap targets. Interviewees
reiterated that aggregated data sets mask localised complexities and perspectives.

Barkly Regional Deal
The $78.4 million, 10-year, Barkly Regional Deal has been established as a collaborative approach to
regional social and economic development in the Barkly. It should be noted that the majority of
stakeholders (including those from Tennant Creek) felt the benefits of Beetaloo economic development
were more likely to flow north to places such as Elliott (250 km north of Tennant Creek) and Katherine.
There were indications that businesses and towns might compete rather than collaborate across the
region to leverage the greatest benefit for all.

Preparing for gas-based development
Key barriers to preparedness that arise from our research are uncertainty and a distrust of government
pronouncements. Regional businesses wanted a more definitive roadmap of the future, which oil and gas
companies themselves are unable to provide while still at the exploration stage (compounded by
disruption due to the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic). While local businesses recognise the
opportunities, many are wary of over-dependence on ‘boom and bust’ single projects, which tend to have
vast workforces at the construction stage but few opportunities once they reach production (see the
Jemena case study). Many stakeholders commented that it was important to build a holistic picture of all
economic development options in the region, including renewable energy, agriculture, service-based
industries, trades, and small and sustainable projects that are more compatible with cultural obligations
and connections to country. Mapping skills (held within businesses or not) and areas of cross-sectoral
transferability would also support continuity of workforce development approaches beyond resources
booms.
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Business capacity
Overall capacity and collaboration among Katherine businesses is relatively high, due to a stronger and
more diversified economy that includes defence and agriculture, but Aboriginal businesses are usually
smaller and less diversified. Most businesses in the Beetaloo region are comparatively small, immature
enterprises with limited experience of large projects and the restrictive compliance conditions typical of
large projects that may preclude their participation. Their propensity to employ and train Aboriginal
workers is variable. Industry interviewees were anxious about the long lead times required to plan and
tender for gas-based opportunities and the chances of success of local small enterprises. They described
a lack of preparedness, poor cost-competitiveness of relatively immature local businesses, and unrealistic
expectations of likely benefits. Some respondents also highlighted tendering practices of project
operators (or contractors) favouring past collaborations and their potential to disadvantage locals.
The Industry Capability Network NT (ICN) examined its database against 157 potential scopes of work and
found that, while many matched local business capacities, demand for local business services would far
outstrip supply and reliance on FIFOs would be unavoidable. Consequently, any major development is
likely to bring new competitors into the market that will compete to employ Aboriginal workers. From
recent experiences, many businesses identified issues around what constitutes a ‘local and Indigenous
business’. There were concerns that an undue focus on Indigenous employment and procurement targets
could lead to unintended consequences including ‘black cladding’, unachievable quotas, and fraud in
order to meet quotas. In addition, this could disadvantage local non-Indigenous businesses with a genuine
commitment to Indigenous employment but lacking scale.

Community conflict
While onshore gas undoubtedly offers enormous potential for regional economic development, there
were perceptions that the Australian Government’s single-minded focus on gas-based economic
development could fuel community tensions. Social divisions remain over fracking and the ability of locals
to capitalise on opportunities. Aboriginal elders have to weigh up aspirations for jobs and economic
benefits with their stewardship for the land and water. Interviewees also told of conflict between the
‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ of agreement-making and advocated for broader distribution of community
benefits (see Chapter 3). Recent attempts to question the legitimacy of particular groups and create
divisions between Traditional Owner groups have shown the importance of clear and stable governance
arrangements and processes to support politically and legally validated decisions.

Major effort needed on jobs
Training with purpose requires relative certainty about likely scopes of work and lead times. It is difficult
to balance this against high expectations – but a low understanding – of the full spectrum of likely jobs
and what working in the oil and gas industry entails, as recognised in the ICN report. The Barkly region in
particular is characterised by high levels of unemployment and disengaged Aboriginal youth. However,
this does not necessarily lead to motivation to work or engage in work-readiness when jobs do become
available. Employers reported frustration trying to recruit and retain a local workforce and major barriers
posed by poor literacy and numeracy, multi-generational unemployment, peer group pressure,
overcrowded housing, poor health, and cultural obligations. They described:
•
•

the intensive effort needed to support and mentor the long-term unemployed
a lack of progress in overcoming disadvantage
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•
•
•
•
•
•

poor outcomes from the Community Development Program (CDP)
inflexible job placement programs
the unintended consequences of unrealistic targets
the cost and competitive disadvantage of maintaining an Aboriginal workforce (despite the best
intentions of many local employers)
unscrupulous rivalry between employers to attract Aboriginal workers previously trained by
competitors at high cost
job placement funding that doesn’t cater for the real cost of delivering intensive support services
(see Karen Sheldon case study in Chapter 1).

Some Beetaloo business involved in construction and related fields reported that unskilled Aboriginal
youth are shunning outdoor physical work. They provided examples of costly and protracted efforts to
support small groups of unemployed youth, only have these young people poached by larger companies
involved in more transitory projects.

Cash royalty payments
The literature and interviewees expressed universal concern that the payment of cash royalties is
destructive, creates community conflict and sees the benefits of agreement-making quickly dissipated
(see Chapter 3 and consultation report). Examples were provided of royalty payments being spent on
alcohol and cars sold at inflated prices, rather than projects fostering inclusive and constructive outcomes.
Recent media on the impact of increased welfare payments in remote communities, due to Covid-19
related alcohol consumption and decreased school attendance, adds to the challenges. Sustainable social,
economic, cultural and environmental outcomes require a focus on community development and
investments with a futures focus.

Government inefficiency
There was frustration at the duplication and short-termism of government policy and programs and
fragmentation of effort. Some interviewees perceived that the Australian and Northern Territory
Governments were sometimes competing rather than collaborating to roll out programs and economic
development strategies. Elements of problems are often addressed in isolation rather than with a systems
approach. The private and not-for-profit sectors often feel excluded from shaping regional responses and
initiatives. Stakeholders concerned specifically with the effectiveness of government support for small
regional businesses also questioned the usefulness of periodic grants, rather than the consistent business
mentoring required to deal with mainstream competitive environments.

Poor consultation
Interviewees complained of rushed, ‘top down’ consultation (including for this report) that often fails to
incorporate grassroots ideas, empower existing leadership and governance structures or report back. ‘Codesign’ can become ‘imposed design’ if it does not start with community planning, Aboriginal people
setting their own agendas, and respect for the principles of ‘free, prior and informed consent’ (United
Nations, 2007). This may require better resourcing of land councils. It could include government funding
that allows affected groups to commission their own independent research, similar to the Government
of Canada’s community participation funding.

Barriers to Aboriginal economic development
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Concerns were raised in the literature and by stakeholders about complex and opaque agreement-making
and land council operations. Geographic and clan differences can be divisive and impede collaboration on
economic development. Now that land rights are well-established, the areas of agreement-making,
managing benefits, constraints on accessing capital, administrative and governance structures were seen
to be in need of reform (see the Appendix to Chapter 3 outlining the Submission to the Inquiry into the
Opportunities and Challenges of the Engagement of Traditional Owners in the Economic Development of
Northern Australia and key points made by the Indigenous Reference Group to the Ministerial Forum on
Northern Development).

Overarching recommendations
In general, it is suggested that government play an enabling, or supportive, role in economic development
(policy, oversight of compliance, seed funding, strategic coordination, facilitation of community planning,
guidance to account for market failure and thin markets). Aboriginal bodies, community and business
groups must provide leadership and take responsibility for successful outcomes and ultimate
independence from government.
1. A summit with the Territory’s four land councils, peak Aboriginal bodies, NT and Australian
Government, and industry bodies to consolidate the findings of the many recent reports,
including this one, and agree on reforms that are in line with NT Government’s Local DecisionMaking and Treaty frameworks; the Australian Government’s shared decision-making
agreement; and Aboriginal aspirations for empowerment and self-determination. The summit
could consider issues such as funding, governance, coordination, and the role of respective
government departments, including the NIAA.
2. Governance and leadership capacity-building, including training and support services to
prescribed body corporates, Aboriginal trusts and corporations. This could be combined with
policy and program reforms that embed good governance and reduce fraud and
mismanagement. It might include better resourcing of land councils to provide the necessary
support and training or enhancing access to courses run by the Office of the Registrar of
Indigenous Corporations (ORIC) - which seem to be well-regarded – or tailored courses run by
the Australian Institute of Company Directors for more experienced directors (this may entail
scholarships). The starting point should be an evaluation of agreement-making, the distribution
and management of funds and Indigenous Land Use Agreements in the Northern Territory.
3. Access to capital to support equity positions in projects: There are limitations on the amount
of capital available from institutions such as Indigenous Business Australia (IBA). In a submission
to the Select Committee on the Effectiveness of the Australian Government’s Northern
Australian Agenda (October 2019), IBA pointed to its investment of $373 million across
Northern Australia as evidence that access to capital is possible for Aboriginal groups. However,
IBA proposed that the investment mandate of the Northern Australian Infrastructure Facility
(NAIF) be refocussed to reflect Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander priorities.
Reflecting this idea, it was suggested during our research that NAIF-style concessional loans might
support Aboriginal equity in gas, mining and infrastructure projects. Concessional loans could also
support Aboriginal equity in large scale region-wide services (for example waste management,
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accommodation services, labour hire, environmental and cultural heritage services, civil,
construction and transport companies). While Indigenous Land Use Agreements (ILUAs) or
voluntary agreements often incorporate equity in projects, disparate agreements covering only
individual estate groups may lack critical mass. The confidential nature of agreements inhibits
effective planning across groups. An equity fund for cooperative activities would help overcome
this singular focus and provide support ahead of statutory agreement-making processes.
Such a fund could adopt an approach similar to the Northern and Central Land Councils’ Aboriginal
Lands Economic Development Agency (ALEDA). Conditions of concessional loans might be:
•
•
•
•
•
•

demonstrating sustainable jobs, training, community development, economic development
the ability to generate income to pay back the loan (i.e. good business planning) as equity
investments produce a revenue stream
investment of additional revenue in future funds that will deliver returns beyond the life of
individual projects
good governance and leadership
broad benefits, e.g. cooperation across multiple estate groups
community planning to evolve the opportunity and ensure approaches are socially,
environmentally, culturally and economically compatible.

4. Regional ‘career hubs’ with experienced and qualified staff (career advisers, Group Training NT,
Apprenticeships Centre, key training provider representatives) who can identify and create
pathways between school, vocational education and training (VET), and jobs by providing
intensive support to employers, trainees/apprentices, newly employed workers, and
jobseekers. There are many under-utilised assets such as the Juno Training Centre and Julalikari
youth accommodation in Tennant Creek, and the Katherine Rural Campus of Charles Darwin
University (see Chapter 1). Some elements that might be included:
o

cross-industry and regional approaches to workforce development

o

as individual and collective projects evolve, adapting forecasts of workforce needs across
different phases of development to inform planning for career pathways and to ensure
work readiness programs are aligned with real jobs

o

building relationships between schools and potential employers, so students have a
better understanding of the ‘world of work’

o

enhancing Vocational Education and Training (VET) programs, starting in schools, in line
with the recent ‘Looking to the Future’ review of senior secondary pathways into work,
further education and training (Shergold, 2020)

o

collaboration and a regional training calendar to overcome thin training markets

o

Centrelink assessments, employment and procurement strategies that reflect the time
and cost of mentoring and intensive support for Aboriginal workers coming from multigenerational unemployment

o

better data on remote students in boarding schools across Australia, where they come
from, how they fare and what they do on returning to the Territory

o

electronic learning and work ‘passports’ to provide easier access to employees’ training
and work histories
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o

strong links to industry groups, integrated learning brokers, jobseeker and Vocational
Training and Employment Centre (VTEC) providers.

5. A regional economic development approach (cross-sectoral) to address long-term economic
opportunities beyond the life of specific projects and anticipate fluctuations in demand for
skills. This will provide critical mass for collaborative training projects, slow and patient capacitybuilding, and pipelines of jobs across sectors. This sort of holistic outlook could extend to
alternative economic activity in the Beetaloo: ranging from community development and social
enterprises to housing and maintenance teams, tourism, new roads (e.g. the bypass from
Douglas Daly to Edith Falls to serve new irrigated agriculture), pastoral diversification into
horticulture, projects such as the Larrimah Agricultural Precinct south of Katherine, renewable
energy (e.g. Sun Cable’s Australia-ASEAN Power Link, the Katherine solar farm, potential
hydrogen projects), transport and logistics, and horticultural projects on Aboriginal land (e.g.
Centrefarm’s pilot projects on land trust land south of Mataranka and near Alekarenge (see
Work Experience Pilot Projects case study in Chapter 1).
6. A Beetaloo oil and gas sector participation roundtable to accelerate the readiness of small
regional businesses (employing Beetaloo Aboriginal residents), in particular Aboriginal-owned
businesses (see Chapter 2). Small regional enterprises constitute a significant pathway to
workforce participation in the oil and gas industry. This must be supported by regional
governments focused on employment outcomes. Given the novelty of oil and gas sectoral
activities for many, small businesses with potential to work on major projects in the Beetaloo
will need help from operators on what opportunities are available and their likelihood of
success as service providers. They can obtain such advice about how to increase their greater
work-readiness, compliance standards, business adaptability, and cost-competitiveness if a
dedicated roundtable is set up to assist them. While such a forum could be initiated by the
Australian Government, the leadership, mandate and mode of operation of that arrangement
should reside with oil and gas project operators in collaboration with regional business
associations.
7. Regional business and logistics hubs with an operational focus to complement the business
advisory services that exist now. The hubs could have a mandate to identify barriers to new
business development, such as land tenure and access to common user infrastructure. They
could be co-located with the careers-hub described above in 4. They should be staffed by
people with strong business backgrounds and could provide:
o

back office support

o

access to specialist services

o

advice on pre-qualification, tendering and regulatory compliance

o

a place for Aboriginal businesses to sound out more experienced mentors on their
business ideas

o

governance and leadership training

o

business networking

o

business matching, coaching and mentoring
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o

access to funds (from micro businesses to commercial banking) and introductions to
support services such as Many Rivers (see Westpac case study in Chapter 3)

o

coordination of industry groups, the ICN and the NT Indigenous Business Network to
establish payment protocols, weighted tender criteria, packaging of works to suit local
business capabilities, and transparent reporting against tendering criteria

o

coordination of an ‘on shore gas group’ to collaborate with industry groups, career
advisers and group training providers.

8. A regional approach to data gathering on business capabilities and labour force issues that can
inform government and business policy, and community planning. This needs to incorporate
qualitative research that captures the real-life experiences of businesses and job-seekers in
remote regions, specifically lessons and challenges that can be missed by aggregated data.
Ongoing data gathering is a chance to employ and train a local Aboriginal workforce.
9. Government investment in infrastructure should prioritise a much bigger investment in social
infrastructure, in particular housing, that supports economic participation. This will start to
address key barriers to educational and employment outcomes while building transferable skills
that can be applied to broader economic development opportunities. It is important to foster
regional cooperation to build capacity and remove barriers, such as the divisions in Tennant
Creek over land release for housing and community facilities.
10. Work with existing governance structures to build capacity and partnerships (such as land
councils and corporations), rather than developing new policies, programs and institutions that
undermine cultural authority and fragment service delivery. This may require additional
resources to strengthen existing governance structures.
11. Build cultural competence to foster two-way understanding and relationships, including
cultural awareness programs for government staff working in remote regions. Develop
engagement protocols. Work at a pace and scale that aligns with local aspirations, capacities
and cultural obligations. Create workplaces where people want to go to work.
Stakeholders interviewed for this report universally highlighted the importance of starting with small
steps that are compatible with local realities to construct realistic goals, rather than grand plans that
foster leakage of benefits to external stakeholders, and leave regional residents disillusioned after the
boom.

Thematic recommendations
The themes identified in the brief reflect specific perspectives regarding the nature of the ‘opportunity’
and aspects of the social and economic lives in the Beetaloo that could benefit from those developments
in the short and the long run. Chapters 1 to 3 examine in detail distinct sources of evidence that inform
those themes, and produce specific recommendations about suitable regional investments,
recommended ways forward and conceivable policy improvements. The thematic recommendations
below address specific scopes of work covered by the brief, with a focus on their distinct pathways to
success.
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Theme 1: Pathways to work readiness and employment
Interviewees commented on fragmented approaches and the lack of consistency in workforce
development approaches as well as the importance of a pipeline of work once Aboriginal people do get
jobs.
They suggested training should provide skills that can be applied to a number of industries, generating a
pool of trained people who can then benefit from further tailored training for specific jobs.
There were calls in particular for more Vocational Education and Training (VET) in Tennant Creek and
there was criticism of the design of the current Community Development Program. Interviewees cited the
critical role of mentoring and support to get employment to ‘stick’, given that many young people are
coming from intergenerational poverty and unemployment.
A key issue raised by several interviewees was the importance of sufficient and suitable housing so people
can get a good night’s sleep before going to work. Good housing is fundamental to education and work
success.
For Beetaloo residents to acquire and utilise skills relevant for upcoming opportunities and to restructure
workforce planning in that region, the following steps are recommended (see Chapter 1):
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Table 1: Principles to guide planning for work readiness and employment
Key steps
What this means
Coordinated planning

Convene an onshore gas coordination group of all potential operators in the Beetaloo
Corridor, business and training groups, Industry Capability Network (ICN), NT Indigenous
Business Network (NTIBN) and government departments to identify forward work plans
for activities in the Beetaloo.

Good data

Collaborate on workforce planning and development across government and industry.
Maintain a database of available or pending jobs and information about the available
labour force, its size, skills, capabilities and competencies identified as critically lacking.

Shared knowledge

Collaborate in knowledge-sharing, through one portal, to provide access to information on
government support programs, labour force data, strategic training partnerships and
occupations on national skills or priority occupations support lists.

Determine
work

pipelines

of

Training starts now

Engage with schools

Identify cross-industry pathways to jobs. Small projects might create short-term jobs and
training, but do not help transition workers and trainees to the next job. Develop an
employer-driven, entry-level training course for work in industries such as oil, gas, mining
and construction.
Build transferable skills on other projects, such as defence upgrades and maintenance, in
the health and human services sector to address an aging population, emerging agricultural
opportunities, tourism and the arts. This will build employment experience that can be
adapted for industries whose development timeframes are currently unknown.
Schools, industry organisations and employers must work together to improve
understanding of opportunities for work and associated career paths. Provide mentors
including young people already in jobs who can attend schools to share stories as role
models.

Pathways from school to
work

Enhance opportunities for students to engage with vocational education and training in
school, work experience and school-based traineeships/apprenticeships. Use group
training organisations to maximise placement flexibility. Help motivated students access
enrichment opportunities. Offer guaranteed training and work outcomes for Year 12
completers.

Pathways from boarding
school

Keep a register of students in boarding schools. Maintain communication with them about
training, work and career opportunities in the region.

Create work passports

Develop ‘work/training/skills passports’ to provide easier access to employees’ own work
and training history and – with permission – allow access by employers and training
organisations. Many people lose their training certificates and evidence of work histories.

A regional training calendar

Prepare a regional training calendar. Small, fragmented workplaces do not support good
training. Greater collaboration may support shared training. A regional training calendar
covering all providers and negotiated with employers would help manage workloads and
facilitate access to more training opportunities. Investigate strategic training partnerships
between local training providers and acknowledged industry training experts to facilitate
access to higher level training.

Set standards and meet
them

Set standards for Aboriginal pre-employment training and jobs, in line with the Northern
Territory Government’s Territory Benefits Policy. Determine what Northern Territory and
Australian Government support is needed. Set in place agreed monitoring and compliance
structures across all levels of government.

Accurate
Centrelink
assessments of Aboriginal
job seekers

Initial Centrelink assessment of remote Aboriginal job seekers must ensure it is accurate
and correct. Most remote Aboriginal job seekers require intensive, long term support to
enter and stay in the workforce.
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Key steps

What this means

Job seeker identification

Systems for collecting and storing work-essential identification must be developed for all
job seekers prior to participation in training and development programs.

Invest in delivery

Help workplaces invest in adequate mentoring and support, flexible workplaces and twoway cultural learning to ensure delivery on commitments (includes flexible working
arrangements, cultural leave, shorter rosters, larger pools of staff, cultural awareness for
employees of the world of the workplace and of the workplace for local Aboriginal culture).

Cultural awareness training

Prepare companies meet their obligations to Aboriginal staff by engaging local Aboriginal
providers to provide cultural awareness training for everyone working in the Beetaloo
Corridor.

Set up local offices

All companies intending to work in the Beetaloo Corridor should establish a presence in
the region early to facilitate communication and help people apply for jobs (including
support with CVs and access to computers).

A culture of evaluation for
improvement

Reviews of all job seeker training and work preparation programs must be accurate,
transparent and publicly accessible to support program improvement.

Theme 2: Maximising the participation of Aboriginal enterprises in
resource industry supply chains
Large resource projects increasingly aim to contribute to sustainable economic legacies in the remote
regions in which they operate, by providing jobs and procurement opportunities to small Aboriginal
enterprises throughout the supply chain.
Achieving good outcomes is challenging for many Aboriginal enterprises because of historic barriers to
business activity, competition from larger companies and limited experience with larger projects.
Companies’ capacity to participate will depend on their size, technical expertise, ability to scale up quickly
and meet industry standards. In addition, they may require access to capital and business support.
Today, large companies generally go above and beyond mandated requirements to address barriers to
economic participation, by providing mentoring, tailored procurement strategies and linking Aboriginal
enterprises with joint venture partners. They may award smaller initial contracts that help Aboriginal
enterprises take gradual steps, build up plant, equipment and staff, and hence become more capable and
competitive.
A preliminary analysis by the Industry Capability Network (ICN-NT) of Aboriginal-owned businesses in the
Beetaloo region suggests many have capabilities that match some project requirements and might be in
a position to win work. In fact, there are likely to be more opportunities than local capacity. The main
constraints to participation are work-readiness, adaptability, and cost-competitiveness.
A key mechanism to prepare for likely economic opportunities from oil and gas developments is the early
establishment of a regional roundtable or framework dedicated to enhancing local Aboriginal business
inclusion in supply chains. This must place both regions and project operators in the driver’s seat rather
than relying on out-of-date centralised government planning.
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Diversification of regional economies will most likely benefit early with the instigation of the construction
stages of development. The roundtable can accelerate preparation of local Aboriginal businesses for
construction and drilling, as well as anticipate and plan for ongoing services during the later production
phase. The latter should target advanced skills and logistical needs that will remain useful once the
construction boom is over.
In order to maximise regional business involvement around predicted oil and gas opportunities, the
following steps are recommended (see Chapter 2):
Table 2: Steps to prepare Aboriginal Beetaloo SMEs to take advantage of oil and gas opportunities
Key steps
What this means
Agree on suitable sectoral
oil and gas roundtable
governance and leadership
roundtable.

While the establishment of the roundtable might be driven by government, its
composition, mandate, terms, agendas and reach should be set and agreed to by all major
stakeholders including project operators and contractors, led by regional organisations
representing the interests of SMEs, with government performing a monitoring, compliance
and support role.

Delineate precisely the
business entities to be
prioritised and clarify a
certification mechanism to
be used by all operators
and contractors

Define the businesses that should be targeted for support and their attributes, such as
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) ownership, location, size, and the ATSI status of
its workforce. Prioritise business tiers and authentication mechanisms that will need to be
verified. Seek advice and experience from Industry Capability Network (ICN) NT and the NT
Indigenous Business Network (NTIBN) on definitions, a suitable business registry, and its
protection and maintenance. Consider creating a unique registry.

Map key opportunities by
phase

Map key opportunities by project phase that are likely to be within the reach of small local
Aboriginal businesses by tier, according to size, experience and capabilities. Update as the
magnitude, timing and duration of opportunities become clearer. This should be led by
project operators (and key contractors for each phase) and shared equitably with all local
businesses through the roundtable. Identify short and long-term opportunities across
construction and production phases, off-site supply chain opportunities, and
infrastructure.

Comprehensively
audit
business capabilities for
priority SME cohorts

Set up a shared methodology to assess business capabilities; and audit capabilities,
readiness, compliance with industry standards (specific to each type of work scope or
package), with an initial focus on the priority tier of businesses. Categorise or segment
businesses in terms of levels of readiness, access to support (such as supplier development
programs), joint ventures with other businesses, or potential to diversify their activities to
target future needs or demands.

Develop
programs
to
remove
barriers
to
participation faced by local
and Aboriginal SMEs

Based on the above mapping and audits, identify gaps in capabilities of both local
businesses and contractors, and provide business support programs. For example, crosscultural capabilities, literacy and numeracy, targeted compliance assessments, contract
documentation, adequate timelines for tenders, tender preparation workshops and
supportive feedback after unsuccessful bids.

Develop programs to boost
the readiness of local
Aboriginal SMEs

Offer business development programs that help local enterprises prequalify for specific
work scopes and target opportunities. Options range from hands-on mentoring and
coaching assistance, business incubation, Aboriginal procurement champions, and
education on forms of certification that operators and contractors can rely on. Provide
support and help broker joint ventures, such as advice on the choice of partners, terms of
partnerships, implications for assets and joint commercial activities.
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Key steps

What this means

Develop joint contractor
payment protocols for local
Aboriginal SMEs across the
Beetaloo

It is widely accepted that extended payment terms disadvantage small operators with
limited cash flow, especially when trying to be competitive with initial bids. Those
businesses are vulnerable to payment delays arising from disputes or delays higher up the
supply chain. All operators and main contractors active in the Beetaloo should become
signatories to the Business Council of Australia’s Voluntary Supplier Payment Code and
offer favourable payment terms to local Aboriginal businesses.

Use
preferential
contracting practices for
top-tier local Aboriginal
SMEs
for
designated
contracts

Develop a regional approach to preferential contracting which focuses on domains agreed
jointly by operators, contractors and local Aboriginal SMEs. Consider practices such as
unbundling, set-asides, purchase orders, in-contract targets and weighted tender criteria
appropriate to specific packages. When using weighted tender criteria, provide clear and
transparent early information around process. Always offer feedback to applicants after
selection of winning bids.

Ensure
major
(tier-1)
contractors become key
supporters
of
the
objectives
of
the
roundtable

Consider a mechanism to involve major (tier-1) contractors in the roundtable. At a
minimum, they should commit to engage with the local content activities mentioned above
and to share resources and information on certification, pre-qualification, capability
assessments while ensuring confidentiality. The development of local-Aboriginal
businesses’ inclusion plans should be mandated by the roundtable, as well as transparent
monitoring of compliance.

Prepare
all
regional
businesses to plan for
boom-bust cycles with
diversification strategies
that ensure sustainability

Help prepare regional businesses build sustainability into their planning, through
diversification, not over-extending, and investing in equipment and assets that can be used
in other industries or regions. This will be aided by regional strategic planning to help
businesses plan for the future.

Build in evaluation and
monitoring
of
implementation
Agree
on
suitable
roundtable governance and
leadership

Build an evidence base around lessons learned from success and failure to help local SMEs
build their capacity and chances of success.

Prioritise what government
support is needed

Rather than deploy wide-ranging forms of assistance in the region, the roundtable should
identify specific needs that fall within the government’s remit, prioritise them, and make
representations for relevant support. This includes business support programs, policy
changes, land access, taxation incentives, an investment prospectus, Aboriginal,
governance or mainstream business support, advice on joint venturing and common use
infrastructure (such as a logistics hub).

While the establishment of the roundtable might be driven by government, its
composition, mandate, terms, agendas and reach should not be set independently by
businesses and contractors, with government performing a monitoring, compliance and
support role.

Theme 3: Principles for investing benefits
The investment of benefits’ payments from development on Aboriginal land constitutes a substantial, if
rarely discussed, economic sector in the Northern Territory. Payments are negotiated as compensation
for the loss of title and as rental payments to access and use Aboriginal or native title land.
Most resource agreements are negotiated under the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (NT) 1976 (Cth) and
Native Title Act 1993 (Cth), although some are voluntary. Agreement-making includes Indigenous Land
Use Agreements (ILUAs), which are confidential agreements negotiated between companies and the land
councils. Agreements usually cover cash payments, jobs, support for Aboriginal businesses, protection of
sacred sites and the environment.
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The Northern and Central Land Councils have community development programs which have seen
millions of dollars of royalty monies invested in long-term community projects across the Northern
Territory.
The following principles should guide community planning for benefit sharing:
Table 3: Principles to guide planning for benefit sharing
Principles

What this means

Empowerment

Affected communities in control. Aboriginal people provide the leadership and take
responsibility. Empowered approaches to the management and disbursement of benefits are
more likely to deliver self-determination and find the balance between meeting immediate
needs and investing in long-term sustainable outcomes.

Elder authority

Elders acknowledged as presiding governance authorities, regardless of position or seniority
within Western governance arrangements. This recognises the priority and supports the
integrity of traditional and/or local decision-making practices.

Capacity-building

Capacity-building contributes to empowerment. It adopts strengths-based approaches and
aims for an ultimate outcome of self-determination and relinquishing non-Aboriginal control.
This may take time and resourcing, based on realistic timelines and expectations. It may
encapsulate both increased knowledge and skills to negotiate compensation packages in the
first place then the governance and structures to manage and disburse these benefits.

Place-based approaches

Overarching policy settings, programs and guidelines may set standards and provide
guidance, but place-based approaches will enable flexible implementation of approaches to
managing, distributing and investing benefits that reflect the regional context and the diverse
needs and aspirations of the Aboriginal beneficiaries.

Participative

Deeply participative approaches are fundamental to community planning and empowered
decision-making that incorporates local knowledge, perspectives and aspirations.

Community-driven

In line with the NT Government Local Decision-Making framework, community led
approaches allow people to determine their own futures, outline their own aspirations and
set the agenda for planning.

Inclusive

Being inclusive means reaching out and taking account of the special needs of people who
may be marginalised by remoteness, disadvantage or not speaking English as a first language.
However, inclusiveness must be with the right people.

Address all
wellbeing

aspects

of

Social, economic and cultural values are integral elements of sustainability and inseparable
elements of wellbeing.

Table 4: Pathways or steppingstones to community planning *
Key steps
What this means
Seek permission

Seek permission to start the discussion with community leaders, who may be those
with cultural authority
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Key steps

What this means

Work collaboratively with local
consultants/facilitators

Capacity to incorporate or complement local leadership and current community life is
often contingent on good working partnership with local brokers able to work across
cultures and within systems for social coordination and agreement-making. This could
be Indigenous Engagement Coordinators or people and/or businesses with strong
relationships with particular towns or language groups.

Build trust and relationships

Working respectfully with Aboriginal people is built on trust, relationships and cultural
competence. This includes working with existing governance structures (which may be
more or less visible) and respecting cultural authority.

Support community aspirations
and agendas

Too often, Aboriginal people are responding to government and company agendas.
Engagement starts with listening to the aspirations and agendas of Aboriginal people,
facilitating community-planning, then enabling locally-driven aspirations.

Provide information

Provide information that allows people to make informed choices and provide
informed consent. This information should be presented in a culturally appropriate
way that suits people with a range of educational backgrounds and may require use of
interpreters. Information sharing may incorporate ‘walking in two worlds’, blending
both traditional (interconnected) and western scientific (technical) conceptions of
knowledge.

Tailored engagement plans

The level and type of engagement will be determined by cultural leaders and their
representative bodies. Aboriginal people should have control over research and
planning that is compatible with existing decision-making structures. Planning for
engagement will require appropriate time and resourcing. Native title holders and
traditional owners may initially delegate decision-making to their authorised
representatives such as Boards, Trusts or Land Councils.

Ground up approaches

Ground Up approaches to research, community engagement and service delivery
recognise the sovereignty of traditional owners and take seriously both Indigenous and
non-Indigenous practices of knowledge and governance. In practice this means
working under the guidance of local Indigenous elders. It frequently involves
reassessing the key concepts and assumptions of Western knowledge orientations so
as to develop improved possibilities for collaborative governance, business and service
delivery.

Iterative approaches

Approaches are likely to evolve over time as communities think about choices, gain
confidence, build assets and consider options. Success often starts with small
achievements, or ‘low hanging fruit’ that motivate continued involvement.

Clear
rights,
responsibilities

roles

and

The rights, roles and responsibilities of all parties must be clarified and respected,
including transparency and accountability for commitments made.

Government as enabler

Government will provide a coordinated support and enabling role that offers guidance,
builds capacity to capitalise on opportunities and shares useful knowledge.
Government’s enabling role includes sound policy settings (such as around Aboriginal
procurement), accountable systems and the cultural competence and skills of people
and programs providing support services.

Evaluation

Evaluation of both process and outcomes will guide transparency and accountability
and support iterative improvement of organisational and other development
practices. This must be done in a culturally appropriate way, incorporate learning and
long-term perspectives.
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(*Note that the land councils and Indigenous parties to Native Title and Land Rights Agreements control
where monies or benefits are directed or in which form. Governments have limited ability to interfere in
these statutory processes and attempts to do so are likely to be resisted by the land councils. However,
the above principles and pathways might be used for broader community planning on economic
development.)
It is appropriate to incorporate some additional recommendations against the four key reform areas of
the new National Agreement on Closing the Gap in response to developments which have occurred since
completion of our draft report.

National Agreement on Closing the Gap
In July 2020, Prime Minister Scott Morrison released the new National Agreement on Closing the Gap in
conjunction with the Coalition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island Peak Organisations and all Australian
Governments, saying:
“Today finally marks a new chapter in our efforts to close the gap – one built on mutual trust,
shared responsibility, dignity and respect.” (Media release, 30 July 2020).
On 15 September, Minister for Indigenous Australians, Ken Wyatt, outlined the need for “a new way of
working with Indigenous Australians” that starts with giving Indigenous Australians a voice and shared
decision-making. Addressing the wants and needs of Indigenous Australians includes “adequate living
conditions for some of our most vulnerable Australians” (Minister Ken Wyatt speech, 15 September
2020).

Priority Reform One – Formal partnerships and shared decision-making
The Agreement recognises both policy and place-based partnerships and promotes shared decisionmaking. This incorporates transparency, sufficient information and time to understand the implications
of a decision, support for self-determination, alignment with jointly agreed community priorities and data
in an accessible format. The agreement recognises that adequate funding is needed so Aboriginal people
can engage independent policy advice and meet independently of governments to determine their policy
positions.
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Beetaloo Aboriginal Economic Development Strategy against Reform One
Key findings:
•
•

•

stakeholders perceived many positive advances and good intent by the Northern Territory and
Australian Government on devolved decision-making initiatives
however, there was criticism of rushed, fragmented and often duplicated research, policy and
programs and a high turnover of government staff (see Appendix to Chapter 3 for a list of policies,
programs and inquiries)
governments talk of ‘co-design’ but often revisit pre-determined solutions and agendas rather
than listening, delivering and responding to the needs and priorities of Aboriginal people.

Recommendations:
•

a summit of the Territory’s four land councils, the three layers of government, peak Aboriginal
and industry organisations to consider the many recent reports, Parliamentary inquiries and
research (including this project) and develop a consolidated economic development action plan,
including:
o
o
o
o
o

•

an evaluation of agreement-making and distribution and management of benefits
improved governance and support structures
policies that reduce fraud and mismanagement (such as a register of people who are
sacked or leave Aboriginal communities or corporations under a cloud)
regional collaboration on business and workforce development
greater transparency and communication on the statutory roles and responsibilities of
land councils

community planning approaches are preferred to ‘co-design’ terminology.

Priority Reform Two – Building the community-controlled sector
The four streams include workforce, capital infrastructure, service provision and governance. Initial
sectors include early childhood, housing and health.
Key findings:
•

Aboriginal people are increasingly advocating for self-determination and empowered decisionmaking on service delivery and the ability to work with governments on shared goals, as
recognised by the Northern Territory Government’s Barunga Agreement with the Territory’s four
land councils on progress towards a Treaty.

Recommendations:
•

•
•
•

a partnership agreement that leads to a substantial investment in social infrastructure, such as
housing programs with social impact outcomes and long delivery schedules to boost local
employment and skills development
building capacity in trades will require an investment of three or four years, with intensive
support of both employers and apprentices
similar partnership agreements could cover the other key areas covered by this report, namely
education, workforce and business development
the partnership agreements should be founded on genuine transfers of control to the
community-controlled sector rather than constituting cost-shifting or one-way economic
transfers.
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Priority Reform Three – Transforming government organisations
This priority includes embedding cultural safety, eliminating racism, delivering services in genuine
partnership and increasing accountability through transparent funding allocations. Priority 3 includes
better engagement with Aboriginal people, who should play a leadership role in the design and
implementation of engagement strategies.
Key findings:
•
•
•

government departments are seen as always rushing and not consulting well with Aboriginal
people nor providing the time and resources for considered responses by the latter
a high turnover of government staff reduces local knowledge and experience
local government was seen as closest to the people and most experienced at employing and
working with Aboriginal communities but is often disregarded.

Recommendations:
•

•
•
•

rather than referring to ‘co-design’, the Australian Government should focus on local decisionmaking and community planning frameworks where Aboriginal people set the agenda, determine
the approach and incorporate elder authority
partnership agreements that incorporate community control options, community obligations and
longer time horizons for service delivery
building the cultural competence of government staff working in remote regions, including
mandatory cultural awareness programs delivered by local Aboriginal providers
enforceable protocols for working with Aboriginal people, such as the NT Government’s Remote
Engagement and Coordination Strategy (RECS) and the Aboriginal Peak Organisation of the NT’s
(APONT) Principles.

Priority Reform Four – Shared access to data and information at a
regional level
This reform area acknowledges that Aboriginal people need access to information and data to support
shared decision-making. They require disaggregated data of what is happening in their communities in
order to make decisions about their futures.
Key findings:
•

•
•
•
•
•

the Beetaloo ‘corridor’ is a notional geographic area that includes Katherine, Tennant Creek and
a number of small towns and homelands in between. This does not accord with any statistical,
government or service delivery boundaries.
demographic data for our reports therefore relies on aggregated Australian Bureau of Statistics
data for the towns and statistical regions through which the corridor passes
there is limited disaggregated or qualitative data available, although this may be rectified by the
proposed Strategic Regional Environment and Baseline Assessment (SREBA)
there is no coherent, sound and readily accessible government data available on key issues such
as Aboriginal businesses and business capacity, workforce, labour and educational outcomes
available data is not necessarily trusted and does not capture issues such as the number of local
young people in interstate boarding schools and their educational and wellbeing outcomes
there is no reliable data on Aboriginal disengagement, with anecdotal accounts of large cohorts
not in work and not registered for unemployment benefits
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•
•

•

•

disagreement on what constitutes an ‘Aboriginal business’
based on our personal observations and stakeholder feedback, it is apparent that much of the
Beetaloo workforce is based on transient and casual labour, including backpackers, fly in fly out
workers and foreign workers on 457 visas which we believe is not accurately captured at scale in
workforce data
Census data is notoriously unreliable, particularly on a local scale, and does not capture the
human complexities that underlie data (such as work-readiness and whether prospective
employees will simply be poached from existing jobs). This undermines efforts to assess the
effectiveness of alternative strategies to enhance economic participation
there is great uncertainty about the timing and likelihood of gas-based developments in the
Beetaloo, scepticism as to the economic viability of the industry and wariness about investing in
capacity-building without a more accurate roadmap of the future (exacerbated by the failure of
any recent mining project to proceed to operations).

Key recommendations:
•

•
•

•

a comprehensive roadmap of all potential industrial development in the region to inform
community and business planning (the proposed SREBA should provide baseline data and inform
adaptive management approaches that evolve as gas-based activities move along development
timelines)
regular data collection to inform decision-making and monitor longitudinal positive and negative
change
strategic regional studies for regions that accommodate community aspirations and gather
adequate qualitative and quantitative baseline data against agreed indicators (as with the
proposed SREBA for the Beetaloo)
an accurate and reliable data warehouse, supported by on the ground research, covering business
and workforce data that is available to project operators and contractors 1.

It is useful to note the final report (by Dr James Rose of the University of Melbourne) from the Indigenous Data
Network National Survey: Indigenous Controlled Research Organisations. The aim of the survey was the
development of a national federation of Indigenous controlled research organisations, starting with land councils
and the native title sector. The Central Land Council took part in this project in 2019 (https://ardc.edu.au/wpcontent/uploads/2020/07/TD36-Final-report.pdf).

1
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Overview
Summary of chapter
While opportunities for Aboriginal participation in employment are increasing, broader socio-economic
conditions mean their aspirations cannot always be realised. Retaining young adults in high school and
addressing the significant barriers faced by many remote Aboriginal job seekers, will ensure they are best
placed to take up future opportunities arising from major projects in the Beetaloo corridor.
The ability of the onshore gas industry to create new jobs for Aboriginal people in the Beetaloo corridor
is determined by factors that are both difficult to predict and determined well outside the region. Reliably
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forecasting workforce needs is challenging. Programs and activities that aim to facilitate the flow of
information between employers, trainers and job seekers will be important tools in ensuring positive local
Aboriginal employment outcomes in the Beetaloo corridor.
Aboriginal student enrolment in Vocational Education and Training (VET) delivered in schools
(VETiS/VETDSS) across the Beetaloo Corridor has become concentrated in the towns of Katherine and
Tennant Creek as training providers respond to the high cost of delivering to thin markets in more remote
locations. Fewer than one hundred students per year are enrolling in VET and completion numbers and
rates are unknown. Most are enrolling in programs at the Certificate I level. Enrolment in automotive,
manufacturing and engineering pathways programs is evident across the regions providing entry level
skills across civil and construction industries. Enrolment in agriculture-related programs is high, however
there is little evidence to suggest Aboriginal people are currently seeking employment in this industry.
Electronic ‘passports’ were suggested as an option for collecting and collating information to recognise
student learning, work experience, community service and employment. A safe and accessible repository
of student information can support both further learning and employment pathways.
Access to learning for many senior secondary students across the Beetaloo Corridor means living away
from home, many at boarding school. How many, where, what support and information is available about
post-school pathways and what happens when/if they return home is unknown. These young people have
been given opportunities to develop a range of capabilities not necessarily learned if living at home, many
of them transferable to the world of work. These students need support to continue their learning
journeys or to find pathways into employment.
A range of specific opportunities and programs for Aboriginal job seekers offered by both the Australian
and Northern Territory Governments are designed to support job seekers to gain the confidence and skills
they need to enter or re-enter the workforce. Access to these programs offers local communities in the
Beetaloo corridor the chance to design work-readiness activities that address both their specific
challenges and create opportunities for successful transition to employment. Industry, contractors and
local business need to help communities identify a common base of transferable skills required for work
readiness and support their acquisition. Significant barriers to workforce participation require intensive
and long-term support. Examples of the types of support individuals may require throughout work
readiness, work/work-like experience and pre-employment programs are highlighted in the chapter as
are design principles for job seeker workforce pathways programs.
The oil and gas industry is highly reliant on contractor workforces, so it is here that Aboriginal job seekers
are most likely to find local employment. It will be important that adoption, implementation and
monitoring of the current Territory Benefits Policy is supported. However, local content policy alone is
not enough to ensure Aboriginal employment. A shared sense of responsibility across government and
industry in achieving Aboriginal employment and development outcomes is important for success. To
become employers of choice, mainstream recruitment and retention strategies will need to be reimagined to ensure Aboriginal engagement in the workforce in the Beetaloo corridor. The importance of
mentoring has been a constant theme throughout stakeholder engagement for this report, previous
projects and in the literature.
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The need for collaboration on workforce planning issues to increase efficiency and industry productivity
has been a constant in the literature over the past 10 years. However, there remain significant gaps in
current workforce supply information in relation to its size, competency and skill set.
There have been few attempts to ‘forecast’ the workforce needs of onshore gas development in the
Beetaloo corridor. Whilst the literature differs slightly in its presentation of the stages of onshore gas
development, common themes include the phases of exploration, appraisal, development/construction,
production/operation and decommission. It is clear the types of skills required vary in each of these
stages. The range of skill sets required does present opportunities for locally resident workers, while
supply opportunities and the on-going delivery of goods and services provide opportunities for business
growth and development.
Based on an extensive review of the literature, this chapter, for the first time, details scopes of work,
phases of onshore gas development, associated Aboriginal businesses in the Beetaloo corridor, examples
of contractor job roles and examples of education/training programs that could support service delivery.
Identifying the timing of developments in the Beetaloo will be critical to facilitate an effective response
by employment agencies and training providers to ensure access by the onshore gas industry to the skills
they require. Ensuring the timely visibility of opportunities to participate is critical to engaging local
businesses and a local workforce.
Although the future of the oil, gas and mineral extraction industries in the Beetaloo corridor is uncertain,
opportunities for common cross-industry workforce development pathways need to be explored. Using
a cross-industry approach will improve the resilience of regional workforces and facilitate the transfer of
knowledge and skills across sectors to where jobs are in demand.
Combined with common cross-industry workforce development pathways, training calendars need to be
set well in advance to aggregate training. This will allow employers to manage workloads to ensure
trainees and apprentices and those who require additional training/upskilling can attend.
Case studies and national and international examples presented in the chapter provide examples of good
practice, learning vignettes or showcase potential future opportunities.

Introduction
This chapter provides advice to government about how best to support workforce readiness and
employment pathways for Aboriginal people in the Beetaloo corridor. It investigates the phases of
onshore gas development and forecasts workforce needs for each phase. It considers the need for other
jobs in indirect and ancillary industries arising from energy and resource project development. Strategic
investment opportunities that support job seekers to obtain the prerequisites and gain lifetime
employment are explored.
Workforce readiness pathways are considered for Aboriginal people at school and for job seekers.
Interviews, grey literature, academic publications and other directly sourced information provide the
basis for the design principles presented.
A recent 2020 report by the Industry Capability Network (ICN) Northern Territory identifies work scopes
and opportunities for Aboriginal business in the onshore gas, mining and construction industries in the
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Beetaloo corridor. The report did not however, provide detailed requirements for specific scopes of work,
their size, duration and location and, by association, the job roles and labour force required. Hence, for
the first time, this chapter uses national and international literature to detail scopes of work, phases of
onshore gas development, and associated Aboriginal businesses in the Beetaloo Corridor. It provides
examples of contractor job roles and examples of education/training programs that could support
identified service delivery, for jobs both directly and indirectly associated with onshore gas development.
Using the ICN as its basis, Appendix 3 details the scopes of work that would require servicing for onshore
gas, mining and construction projects in the Beetaloo corridor. Proposed phases of work and examples of
contractor job roles were identified during stakeholder engagement and significant review of the
literature. Training required to support skill development for these job roles is presented and major
Northern Territory training providers able to deliver this training are identified. A non-exhaustive list of
currently available Aboriginal Business Development Grant Programs and Aboriginal Employment
Programs and Services on offer in the Northern Territory is also included in Appendix 3.
This chapter acknowledges that, where project timelines are unknown, workforce planning and
development is particularly difficult. Enough lead time is needed to maximise local benefits through
engaging local job seekers. ‘Pipelines’ of work are necessary to ensure enough time to complete training,
apprenticeships, and allow people to remain in the workforce. Using cross-industry workforce
development pathways allows stakeholders to collaborate and focus initiatives in areas of both current
and forecast demand. This approach will improve the resilience of regional workforces and facilitate the
transfer of knowledge and skills across sectors to where jobs are in demand.
Key findings in this chapter also consider:
• current successful activity that could be enhanced through investment, policy or program reform
• gaps where data and good practice approaches would improve outcomes
• specific challenges that need to be overcome through policy or program reform, or private sector
action.

Method
The presentation of this chapter is informed by more than 50 recent interviews, grey literature, academic
publications, previous projects undertaken in the Northern Territory and other directly sourced
information. Case studies provide examples of good practice, learning vignettes or showcase potential
future opportunities.
The Industry Capability Mapping and Gap Analysis Report (Industry Capability Network, 2020b) was used
as the basis for identifying the scopes of work that would require servicing for onshore gas, mining and
construction projects in the Beetaloo Corridor. Scopes of work were included in Appendix 3 where they
appeared in two or more of the industry sectors and where they were required for all aspects of onshore
gas projects. Proposed phases of work and examples of contractor job roles were identified after
stakeholder engagement and significant review of the literature. Literature further informing this
appendix include:
•

Pangaea (NT). (2018). The Pangaea Beetaloo Basin development model for public benefit (The
NT way) (Information submission to the scientific inquiry into hydraulic fracturing in the NT,

Chapter 1: Workforce readiness and employment pathways, A. Boyle 2020

28

•

•

•

•

#1147). Darwin: Department of the Chief Minister. Retrieved from
https://frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/?a=485009
Coffey. (2018). Beetaloo sub-basin social impact assessment summary report (Prepared for
Scientific inquiry into hydraulic fracturing in the Northern Territory). Darwin: Department of the
Chief Minister. Retrieved from https://frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports/social-impactassessment
National Energy Resources Australia (NERA). (2018). Preparing Australia's future oil and gas
workforce. Australian Resources Research Centre, Department of Industry, Innovation and
Science. Perth: Australian Government. Retrieved from
https://www.nera.org.au/Attachment?Action=Download&Attachment_id=248
Energy Skills Queensland. (2013). Queensland CSG to LNG Industry workforce plan: Operations
and maintenance 2014-2034. Brisbane: Energy Skills Queensland. Retrieved from
https://energyskillsqld.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Queensland-CSG-to-LNGIndustry-Workforce-Plan-Energy-Skills-Qld.pdf
Maggiori, D. (n.d.). NT onshore gas project lifecycle ... opportunities for new business
development? [Presentation slides]. Adelaide: The Business, Risk and Capability Co (BRISCCO).

Education and training programs and major Northern Territory training providers supporting the delivery
of work associated with the identified job roles were identified using the researcher’s own knowledge
and experience of the VET sector and using information available on the web including the Department
of Education, Skills and Employment website (training.gov.au).
Information about currently available Aboriginal Business Development Grant Programs and Aboriginal
Employment Programs and Services on offer in the Northern Territory was sourced from various
Australian and Northern Territory government websites.

Steps for work readiness and employment pathways for Aboriginal
people in the Beetaloo corridor
Key steps
1. Coordinated
planning

2. Good data

3. Shared knowledge

What this means
Convene an onshore gas coordination group of all potential operators in
the Beetaloo Corridor, business and training groups, Industry Capability
Network (ICN), NT Indigenous Business Network (NTIBN) and government
departments to identify forward work plans for activities in the Beetaloo.
Collaborate on workforce planning and development across government
and industry. Maintain a database of available or pending jobs and
information about the available labour force, its size, skills, capabilities and
competencies identified as critically lacking.
Collaborate in knowledge-sharing, through one portal, to provide access
to information on government support programs, labour force data,
strategic training partnerships and occupations on national skills or
priority occupations support lists.
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Key steps
4. Determine
pipelines of work

5. Training starts now

6. Engage with
schools

7. Pathways from
school to work

8. Pathways from
boarding school
9. Create work
passports

10. A regional training
calendar

11. Set standards and
meet them

12. Accurate
Centrelink
assessments of
Aboriginal job seekers
13. Job seeker
identification

What this means
Identify cross-industry pathways to jobs. Small projects might create
short-term jobs and training but do not help transition workers and
trainees to the next job. Develop an employer-driven entry-level training
course for work in industries such as oil, gas, mining and construction.
Build transferable skills on other projects, such as defence upgrades and
maintenance, in the health and human services sector to address an aging
population, emerging agricultural opportunities, tourism and the arts. This
will build employment experience that can be adapted for industries
whose development timeframes are currently unknown.
Schools, industry organisations and employers must work together to
improve understanding of opportunities for work and associated career
paths. Provide mentors including young people already in jobs who can
attend schools to share stories as role models.
Enhance opportunities for students to engage with vocational education
and training in school, work experience and school-based
traineeships/apprenticeships. Use group training organisations to
maximise placement flexibility. Help motivated students access
enrichment opportunities. Offer guaranteed training and work outcomes
for Year 12 completers.
Keep a register of students in boarding schools. Maintain communication
with them about training, work and career opportunities in the region.
Develop ‘work/training/skills passports’ to provide easier access to
employees’ own work and training history and – with permission – allow
access by employers and training organisations. Many people lose their
training certificates and evidence of work histories.
Prepare a regional training calendar. Small, fragmented workplaces do not
support good training. Greater collaboration may support shared training.
A regional training calendar covering all providers and negotiated with
employers would help manage workloads and facilitate access to more
training opportunities. Investigate strategic training partnerships between
local training providers and acknowledged industry training experts to
facilitate access to higher level training.
Set standards for Aboriginal pre-employment training and jobs, in line with
the Northern Territory Government’s Territory Benefits Policy. Determine
what Northern Territory and Australian Government support is needed.
Set in place agreed monitoring and compliance structures across all levels
of government.
Initial Centrelink assessment of remote Aboriginal job seekers must ensure
it is accurate and correct. Most remote Aboriginal job seekers require
intensive, long term support to enter and stay in the workforce.
Systems for collecting and storing work-essential identification must be
developed for all job seekers prior to participation in training and
development programs.
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Key steps
14. Invest in delivery

15. Cultural
awareness training
16. Set up local offices

17. A culture of
evaluation for
improvement

What this means
Help workplaces invest in adequate mentoring and support, flexible
workplaces and two-way cultural learning to ensure delivery on
commitments (includes flexible working arrangements, cultural leave,
shorter rosters, larger pools of staff, cultural awareness for employees of
the world of the workplace and of the workplace for local Aboriginal
culture).
Prepare companies to meet their obligations to Aboriginal staff by
engaging local Aboriginal providers to provide cultural awareness training
for everyone working in the Beetaloo Corridor.
All companies intending to work in the Beetaloo Corridor should establish
a presence in the region early to facilitate communication to help people
apply for jobs (including support with CVs and access to computers).
Reviews of all job seeker training and work preparation programs must be
accurate, transparent and publicly accessible to support program
improvement.

Part A: Work readiness
Population characteristics and the Aboriginal workforce in the
Beetaloo corridor
The population and workforce profile of regions through which the Beetaloo corridor traverses is
presented in Appendix 1. While these regions were estimated to have a population of 24,158 in 2019, the
town of Katherine comprises around 44% (over 10,600) of this total, the town of Tennant Creek 13%
(3,140), Barkly region 12% (2,898) and Elsey, in the Roper Gulf region, 2,657. The majority of the Beetaloo
regions’ population is Aboriginal, with the Gulf, in the Roper Gulf region (85%) and Barkly (77%) having
the highest representation in their respective populations. Projections of growth in the Aboriginal
population across the Barkly and Katherine regions remain low.
In relation to the regions’ workforce, non-resident workers account for 27% of the Beetaloo regions’
workers. Unemployment rates across the Barkly, Elsey and Gulf regions within the Beetaloo Corridor in
2016 (those with the highest proportion of Aboriginal people in the population), were acute.
Correspondingly, participation and employment to population ratios were very low. In contrast, the
unemployment rate in Katherine was low in 2016 (3.7%). Most Aboriginal people in the Beetaloo regions
were not in the labour force - up to 69% in Elsey and 67% in Gulf. In the towns of Katherine and Tennant
Creek, a larger proportion were in the labour force (42% and 36% respectively) and employed (37% and
30%). Aboriginal unemployment was highest in Barkly (16%), followed by Gulf and Elsey (9%).
Within the Beetaloo regions there were higher proportions of labourers in the Barkly (32% of all
employed) and Elsey (18%) regions, a higher proportion of professionals in the Gulf (26%) and higher
proportions of technicians and trades, and clerical and administrative workers in Katherine (17% and 13%
respectively). Differences in the economic base for Beetaloo regions become evident when the
distribution of the workforce across industry sectors is examined. Agriculture, forestry and fishing
industries were rather dominant in the Barkly and Elsey regions, employing 38% and 21% of all employed
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persons respectively. Public administration and safety was prominent for all regions in 2016, particularly
in Tennant Creek town (20%), Elsey (21%) and Katherine (26%). In Tennant Creek town health care and
social assistance employed a quarter of the workforce. For non-resident workers across the Beetaloo
regions, mining (22%), agriculture, forestry and fishing (17%), construction (14%), and public
administration and safety (13%) were the prominent industries.
The pipeline for the future workforce in the Beetaloo corridor is evidenced in the data on the highest level
of education achieved for individuals. This clearly shows the high correlation between post-secondary
educational level and employment, with 93% of employed residents having achieved post-secondary level
education. Similar correlations were reported in an OECD report on Indigenous employment and skills
strategies in Canada (OECD, 2018). Access to education and educational facilities varies across the
Beetaloo regions. In the town of Katherine there are eight schools catering for primary, secondary and
special needs. The Centre for Social Responsibility in Mining (2018) reported that primary school
attendance rates had declined over past five years (2013-2017) but remained above 78%, while
attendance at Katherine High School had dropped below 71% in 2017. Charles Darwin University has a
campus in Katherine town and a rural campus located 16 km north on the Stuart Highway. Vocational
Education and Training (VET) programs are delivered and support is provided for Katherine students
studying Higher Education or undertaking research. There is one primary school (75%) and one secondary
school in Tennant Creek (70%), with average attendance rates sitting above those for other remote
schools across the Northern Territory (58%). Charles Darwin University has an annexe in Tennant Creek.
The annexe is not permanently staffed for training delivery, however physical resources and
administrative support are provided for any students in the region from the annexe. Higher levels of
education, including advanced diplomas and bachelor degrees are more commonly achieved in Katherine
and Tennant Creek than the wider regions. This is likely due to the high level of government, education
and training and health and social services based in these locations. Access to University campuses and
facilities would also influence the population’s tertiary education levels.

Workforce readiness pathways for Aboriginal people in the Beetaloo
corridor
Key stage of learning: School
While opportunities for Aboriginal participation in employment are increasing, broader socio-economic
conditions mean their aspirations cannot always be reached. Lower levels of educational attainment
significantly increase the barriers to finding fulfilling job opportunities. Retaining young adults in high
school will ensure they are best placed to take up future opportunities arising from major projects in the
Beetaloo regions.

Education and training location and facilities
Katherine High School and St Joseph’s Catholic College both offer opportunities for students to participate
in vocational education and training (VET) including school-based traineeships and apprenticeships. While
neither has a dedicated trade training centre, Charles Darwin University (CDU) has a town and a rural
campus, the latter about 16 km north of Katherine. The CDU Katherine rural campus includes student,
staff and visitor accommodation, dining hall and various training rooms, a computer lab, and home and
community care training facility. The property is equipped to deliver training in agriculture, rural
operations and automotive programs. Aboriginal Hostels Limited (AHL) operates the 40-bed Fordimail
Student Hostel in Katherine for secondary students.
Chapter 1: Workforce readiness and employment pathways, A. Boyle 2020

32

Tennant Creek High School and the Arlparra School are the only schools offering vocational education and
training in the Beetaloo regions. Tennant Creek High School has a dedicated Trade Training Centre on site
and works closely with the Juno Centre, 10 km from the town. Juno can provide air-conditioned
accommodation for 17 people, three kitchens and laundry facilities together with cattle, horses and
facilities to conduct programs in agriculture, horticulture, horse management, rural operations,
engineering and hospitality. Until recently, AHL operated the Wangkana-Kari Hostel in Tennant Creek for
secondary students. Currently these students are supported by AHL in two houses, catering for six female
and six male students.
Schools offering vocational education and training in the Roper Gulf region are the Ngukurr, Jilkminggan
and Borroloola Schools.
The Strategic Plan for the Juno Centre is soon to be released. It recognises the importance of pathways
and has a focus on developing foundation skills for effective lifelong learning. It will operate in partnership
with the Tennant Creek High School, group training organisations, universities and employers to offer
students opportunities to complete vocational training and/or preparation programs for successful study
at university. The ‘Juno Apprenticeship Model’ does take account of much of what was heard in
stakeholder conversations. It has been designed to support sustainable employment pathways and
recognises the need for work-readiness and pre-employment programs, supported by mentoring, to
successfully prepare young people for the world of work.
Juno Centre, Tennant Creek
Juno is a 1000-hectare pastoral property owned by Barkly Regional Council about 10 kilometres from
Tennant Creek. The Northern Territory Department of Education leased 250 hectares of this property
to establish an education and training facility for school students from the Barkly and Central Australia
regions.
The Juno Centre is managed by the Tennant Creek High School. Significant works have been
undertaken to repair horse stables and cattle yards, adding new transportable buildings, including
accommodation for 17 students and two teachers/trainers, a commercial kitchen, recreation room
and classroom.
School attendance for compulsory school-aged children and young people remains a major concern,
with the 2018-2019 Department of Education Annual Report showing that, while 85% of nonAboriginal students in the Northern Territory are attending school at least four or more days per week,
only 33% of Aboriginal students do so. The same report showed the importance of the Juno Centre’s
flexible learning pathways to re-engaging students, with 612 students from remote schools in the
Barkly region participating in an engagement program or vocational education and training.
The Juno Centre provides opportunities for students to engage with tailored programs to suit their
needs and interests. Both accredited and non-accredited courses are delivered. The centre manager
liaises with schools, community groups, and the wider community to develop these programs. The
Juno Centre is also home to the Norther Territory Government’s Healthy Life Creative Life initiative,
designed to increase and improve support for disengaged and ‘at risk’ middle and senior secondary
students. The objective is for them to return to mainstream schooling or progress to a job or training
(http://www.juno.ntschools.net/).
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The Juno Centre is available for primary-aged students to develop skills and confidence as they lay the
foundations for lifelong learning. Middle and senior student can participate in a wide range of
programs to gain knowledge and skills that go towards their Northern Territory Certificate of
Education and Training (NTCET) and help them find future employment. Vocational Education and
Training Delivered to Secondary Schools (VETDSS) is available in agrifood operations, barista skill set,
conservation and land management, horticulture, hospitality, leatherwork skill set and rural
operations.
The experience of delivering training initiatives in the Barkly has contributed to development of the
Department of Education’s ‘Juno Apprenticeship Model’. While the roles and responsibilities are yet
to be finalised, the model is designed to offer sustainable employment pathways for remote Aboriginal
people.

VET delivery and enrolment
Aboriginal student enrolment figures in VET in Schools (VETiS) or VET Delivered in Schools (VETDSS) in the
town of Katherine, combined Roper Gulf region and the town of Tennant Creek and Barkly region between
2017 and 2019 are shown in the table below. Access to suitably qualified trainers is likely to define
enrolment patterns, as much as student/school and industry demand. Those locations with annual
enrolments in the same program are likely those with a resident trainer, while larger groups in a single
year most likely signal a program meeting an identified need. While overall enrolments in total number
and variety of programs have increased in Katherine town, they have significantly reduced in the wider
Roper Gulf region over the same period. In Katherine, enrolments remained high for automotive and
business, with relatively large cohorts in various programs in a single year. Enrolment numbers in Tennant
Creek have remained reasonably static with agrifoods/rural operations and engineering being popular
program choices. Both Katherine and Tennant Creek/Barkly had high enrolments in a non-defined skill
set. Only 18 (6%) of the 278 enrolments between 2017-2019 were at the Certificate III level. Completion
numbers and rates are unknown although other than two students completing a Certificate III in Ministry
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and Theology in Katherine in 2017, no national qualification completions are evident on interrogation of
the NCVER VETiS program completion data for 2017 nor the 2018 (preliminary data).
Table 1: Vocational Education and Training in Schools Programs 2017-2019 Aboriginal Student Enrolment in the
Beetaloo Corridor

TRAINING PROGRAM
Skill set
Certificate I in Automotive
Vocational Preparation
Certificate I in Agrifood
Operations
Certificate
I
In
Manufacturing (Pathways)
NT White Card
Certificate II in Rural
Operations
Certificate II in Engineering
Pathways
Certificate II in Functional
Literacy
Certificate II in Skills for
Work and Vocational
Pathways
Certificate
I
in
Conservation and Land
Management
Certificate I in Food
Processing
Certificate I in Hospitality
Certificate II in Resources
and Infrastructure Work
Preparation
Certificate I In Skills for
Vocational Pathways
Certificate II in Applied
Language
Certificate II in Business
Basic Food Handling
Certificate III in Christian
Ministry and Theology
Enter and Work in
Confined Spaces

Katherine Town

Roper Gulf

2017

2018

2019
13

2017

9

9

6

2018

2019
1

5

1

26

2
10

6

Tennant Creek &
Barkly
TOTAL
2017 2018 2019
2
13
29

4
10

7

19

4
7

1

3

2

10

1

16

1

2

5

5

14

12

12

12

12

11
8

3

3

4

1

6

3

2
6

4

1

1

5
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8

8

3

19

5

11
5

21

2

8

8

8
8
6
6
5
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Certificate II in Community
Services
Certificate II in Health
Support Services
Certificate III in Business
Certificate
II
in
Construction Pathways
Certificate III in Agriculture
Cooking for the Food
Industry
Miscellaneous Vet Course
(Non-Award)
Work Safely at Heights
Certificate I in Business
Certificate II in Agriculture
Certificate II in Kitchen
Operations
Certificate II in Salon
Assistant
Certificate
III
in
Automotive Body Repair
Technology

3

1

5

1

4

4
1

2

4

1

3

3
1

3

2
2

4

2

2

2

`
1
1

1
1
1

1

1
1

1

1

1

Certificate
III
in
Automotive
Electrical
Technology
Certificate
III
in
1
Commercial Cookery
Certificate III in Early
Childhood Education And
Care
Certificate
III
in
Information, Digital Media 1
And Technology
TOTAL
39
33
Source: NT Department of Education, 2020.

1

1
1
1

1

1
58

32

18

8

32

31

27

278

Challenges and knowledge gaps
Access to identification documents is critical - without these, students cannot obtain a Unique Student
Identifier (USI) and therefore can never access recognition of nationally accredited VET training. Not only
do students need to be able to access these records, they need to be retained in a safe place where the
student can personally access or permit others to access them. Birth certificates, community identity
cards, licences, together with records of training and employment should ideally be accessible when
needed to support job and other applications. Electronic ‘passports’ have been suggested as an option
for collecting and collating this type of information. Not only does the information support lifelong
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learning and employment pathways for individuals, it can also help communities build profiles to be used
to leverage grants and contracts.
Several reports have recommended that the only way to meet the needs of the small and highly dispersed
cohort of secondary students in remote areas is to create larger cohorts. This would require many
students to live away from home. The Northern Territory Department of Education established a
Transition Support Unit (TSU) in 2016, an essential element of a Share in the Future – Indigenous
Education Strategy 2015-2024 (Northern Territory Government, 2015). A report by the Australian Council
for Education Research seeking to gain evidence about young people from remote communities in the
Northern Territory attending boarding school (Guenther et al., 2016), was unable to present any
quantitative analysis of flows in and out of these schools. A paper by Osborne, Rigney, Benveniste,
Guenther and Disbray (2018) mapped boarding school opportunities for Aboriginal students from the
Central Land Council Region. It found there were about 31 students at the Wangkana-Kari Hostel in
Tennant Creek in 2016 but also found little research to inform policy in this area. More recently a
submission to the Inquiry into the education of students in remote and complex environments (Northern
Territory Government, 2019b) reported that the TSU supported 494 students enrolled in boarding schools
or schools with boarding facilities, about 40% being in the NT. There is no data on how many students in
Beetaloo regions attend boarding schools.
Students who attend boarding school are likely to have additional skills, knowledge and capacity to
engage with further training and employment pathways, particularly if that opportunity facilitates the
completion of Year 12. There appears to be no information about what happens to these students when
they return home or if, indeed, they do. There is a need to identify who is having conversations with these
students about post-school pathways and if they are being made aware of career opportunities that might
be available in their own communities/region. Local students need guidance to navigate the education
options and pathways to careers in the Beetaloo corridor.

Examples of school to work pathways
A report into Indigenous employment in the minerals industry (Tiplady & Barclay, 2007), presented
possible career development paths for Indigenous employees, recognising that certain levels of study and
levels of experience facilitate entry to different job opportunities and career pathways. These mining
pathways could be adapted to forecast civil, construction, and oil and gas related employment pathways.
They included three entry points, with a guaranteed offer of an apprenticeship to a local Aboriginal
student who finished Year 12 and a guaranteed offer of a Cadetship to a local Aboriginal student who
finished Year 12 and was eligible to study at university level. The pathways were not linear and offered
career progression based on further study and experience.
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Figure 1: Career development paths for Indigenous employees in the minerals industry

Source: Tiplady & Barclay, 2007

In Canada, businesses identified the participation of Aboriginal people in their workforce as one of four
priority areas in addressing the barrier to their competitiveness posed by their difficulties in finding
workers with the skills they need (Canadian Chamber of Commerce, 2013). The report noted that much
of the focus on training and education for the workforce is post-secondary education. They highlight that
this is meaningless for people who leave the system before graduating from high school and recommend
a range of initiatives including the importance of improving connections with employers, the provision of
information and the need for flexibility in education models for effective curriculum delivery. Companies
said they had learned to reach out to young Aboriginal people early if they wanted to successfully engage
them in their workplaces.
An Australian program that supports Aboriginal teenagers who aspire to complete their secondary
schooling is the ‘Follow the Dream’ program, established in 1997 by the Polly Farmer Foundation.
Program sites are developed in partnership with the respective state or territory government department
responsible for education and Aboriginal organisations, local industry and the Australian Government.
The programs provide after-school tutoring and mentoring, academic enrichment, career camps, cultural
excursions and career path planning. Programs retain strong links to community networks, industry
partners and broader local employment opportunities. Students are exposed to options for university
attendance and other career pathways by attending specialist study programs and annual camps to
capital cities.
A recent regional initiative is the Alekarenge Work Experience Pilot Project (WEPP) proposed by the
Aboriginal Land Economic Development Agency (ALEDA). This project seeks to engage community
members as early as primary school in commercial horticultural-related activities on their land, providing
opportunities for pathways to local jobs.
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Aboriginal Land Economic Development Agency (ALEDA) - Alekarenge WEPP
The Aboriginal Land Economic Development Agency (ALEDA) (https://centrefarm.com/joint-landcouncil-economic-development-strategy) is a new agency being created to help Aboriginal people
set up economic projects on their estates. The initiative of the Northern and Central Land Councils
is trialling six commercial farming projects, three within the Warrabri and Iliyarrne Aboriginal Land
Trusts near Ali Curung and three within the Mangarrayi and Wubalawun Aboriginal Land Trusts near
Mataranka.
Alekarenge Horticulture PL (AHPL) holds the Head Lease to the Desert Springs Farm. Rental returns
provide income for community purposes. There are untapped resources for training and
employment. AHPL is developing a further two farming projects with ALEDA close to Desert Springs
Farm.
The Work Experience Pilot Project (WEPP) (https://centrefarm.com/work-experience-pilot-project)
is a unique training and commercial facility that aims to establish a pathway for Alekarenge
community members to employment. The facility includes a 130-hectare lease area, with a water
licence, designed to provide training in fencing, irrigation, plant health, marketing, value adding,
horticultural plot development, weeding, propagation and establishment, transportation and
processing.
The objectives of the Alekarenge WEPP are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

increased primary school engagement
practical education and training for secondary school-aged young people
training in work skills for young adult residents
a pathway to local jobs
a model for engaging Aboriginal people in commercial projects on their land that can be
rolled out in other locations
skill development for local leaders in business governance and project management
market expansion for AHPL via the greater ALEDA projects
increased productivity and improved social outcomes for the Southern Barkly Warrabri
Aboriginal Land Trust.

There are three proposed WEPP Alekarenge participant profiles:
•
•
•

Stream 1 are aged < 13 and linked to primary school
Stream 2 are 14-18-years old
Stream 3 are aged 18 and above.

Stream 1 will be recruited through Alekarenge school, particularly disengaged and vulnerable
students. A school-based edible garden will provide a practical hands-on education program to build
skills for transition into additional WEPP activity streams.
Stream 2 will be recruited in consultation with Alekarenge School and the local community, with
work experience at WEPP and the Alekarenge School Garden. Training will take place in WEPP
during the school year with a curriculum based on practical work skills and linked to future
competency-based assessments. This program is a potential entry pathway to future employment
at the WEPP facility or local horticultural developments.
Stream 3 will be recruited though local community elders. Job seekers will be accessed through
RISE-Ngurratjuta. This program aims to sufficiently train participants to engage with ongoing WEPP
activities and ultimately take up real jobs at the Desert Springs Farm and the proposed ALEDA
developments.
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Part-time positions will be available at the local Desert Springs Farm for participants who want to
work beyond the training hours and be paid at award wages. Award wage positions will also be
available at the Desert Springs Farm for participants who satisfactorily complete the training course.
Skills developed will enable jobs in other locations with farming work.
Local community engagement and reporting will include mentoring of Directors and Members of
AHPL throughout the development and operation of the WEPP in governance, project management
and community and commercial farm establishment and operations. To enhance opportunities for
replication and transferability, the model will be documented, evaluated and learnings
disseminated to allow WEPPs to be rolled out with future ALEDA projects.
Planned outcomes of the Alekarenge WEPP include:
Individual:
•
•
•

increased skills and employability
employment/economic participation for Alekarenge residents
business development skills for community leaders.

Community:
•
•
•
•
•

increased school retention for young people aged 14-18
enhanced employment pathways
real job outcomes
increased income through expansion of AHPL
long-term strategy (25 years) to independently run farming enterprises.

Structural:
•
•
•
•
•

dissemination of the model and evaluation through presentations
transferability of WEPP project model
replication across other Land Trusts
capacity to work in AHPL and future ALEDA projects
capacity to, within a generation, take over the operational ownership of the commercial
projects.

The Alekarenge WEPP commenced in early 2020 and fencing, irrigation and horticultural plot
development has begun on the lease area. A trial is underway with Australia’s largest garlic
producer and the Coles Group. A Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) is being negotiated with
Julalikari Council Aboriginal Corporation in Tennant Creek to establish joint agricultural activities
such as bush foods and medicinal plots at the WEPP.
The Alekarenge WEPP project has confirmed funding from the Aboriginal Benefits Account,
Centrecorp, Alekarenge Horticulture PL and the National Indigenous Australians Agency (NIAA) and,
RISE-Ngurratujuta. It is seeking additional funds to operate the project over three years after which
it will be self-sustaining through farm income and WEPP funding.

Recommendations: School to work pathways
Conversations with stakeholders, involvement in previous projects and the literature suggest key
elements of a school to work pathway includes:
•
•

improved understanding of opportunities for work in the regions by students, parents and careers
advisors
improved understanding of careers and training pathways
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•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

closer and regular engagement of industry and employers with schools
information packages and structured programs specific to local industries integrated into the
school curriculum to slowly generate interest in future work opportunities
employability skills, industry-tasters and job shadowing to help students make decisions as to
what types of work they might like to do and how to help them to make appropriate training
choices
real work experience includes in VET in Schools (VETiS)/VET delivered in Secondary Schools
(VETDSS)
extensive promotion of school-based traineeships/apprenticeships
use of group training organisations to facilitate exposure to multiple host employers thereby
reducing the risks associated with poor fit, changes to business operations etc.
organising Aboriginal people who are in jobs, particularly locals, to come to schools and share
their stories as role models
regular delivery of VETiS/VETDSS over 1-2 days each week, rather than in block mode, or
arrangements for content that requires specialist delivery and/or assessment to be undertaken
in blocks with weekly access to the rest, supported by regular vocational exposure
a guaranteed offer of an Apprenticeship to a local Aboriginal student who finishes Year 12 and a
guaranteed offer of a Cadetship to a local Aboriginal student who finishes Year 12 and is eligible
to study at university level
programs for aspirational students including after-school tutoring and mentoring, academic
enrichment, career camps, cultural excursions and career path planning, exposure to options to
university attendance that also retain strong links to community networks, industry partners and
local employment pathways
investigation of the use and applicability of electronic ‘passports’ or other options for safely
collecting and collating information such as birth certificates, community identity cards, licences
held, together with records of training and employment
identify who is having conversations about post-school pathways with students who have left
Beetaloo regions and gone to boarding school, ensuring they are being made aware of career
opportunities that might be available in their own communities/region
rigorous and transparent data collection about boarding school attendance and post attendance
pathways and research to inform policy in relation to support and pathways for students from
Beetaloo regions who attend boarding school.

Key stages of learning: Job seekers
While opportunities for increasing participation for Aboriginal job seekers in any number of industry
growth sectors in the Beetaloo corridor may be apparent, significant barriers remain to their uptake.
Addressing these barriers will be key to the engagement of job seekers and their ability to take full
advantage of these opportunities.

Specific opportunities and programs for Aboriginal job seekers
The Northern Territory Government offers the Aboriginal Employment Program (AEP), a preemployment program designed to attract Aboriginal job seekers. Job seekers may be looking to enter the
workforce for the first time, may wish to return to the workforce, or be looking for jobs with the Northern
Territory Government. Applications are open all year for Aboriginal people living in the NT with basic
computer skills and good written and verbal communication skills. The AEP runs over 20 weeks and
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includes structured work placements in NT Government departments, personal development workshops
and enrolment in a Certificate II in Business.
The Northern Territory Government, through the Department of Trade Business and Innovation, offers
several grants to support co-designed initiatives that benefit individuals, communities and/or employers.
These include Aboriginal Responsive Skilling Grants for community organisations to provide training to
support development of knowledge and skills to work on projects identified in community plans, and
grants for Aboriginal Ranger Groups to provide essential land management services. Aboriginal
Workforce Grants are highlighted in the next chapter.
Aboriginal job seekers in remote areas of the Northern Territory can access the Community Development
Program (CDP), an employment and community development service offered by the Australian
Government’s National Indigenous Australians Agency (NIAA). The CDP helps remote job seekers build
pre-employment skills, address barriers and contribute to their communities through a range of flexible
activities. To further increase employment opportunities in remote Australia, the 1,000 Jobs Package has
been offered to eligible employers, with the current round including additional incentives for youth
employment.
The Australian Government’s new Foundation Skills for Your Future Program is an initiative to support
employed or recently unemployed Australians to develop their language, literacy, numeracy and digital
skills to support them in the workplace. Flexible training options up to Certificate II can either be
developed in collaboration with an employer or industry organisation or be personalised to the needs of
an individual. There are three service providers in the NT able to service the Beetaloo Corridor under this
program.
Tailored Assistance Employment Grants not only support Indigenous school students to transition to
work though apprenticeship and cadetships, employers can also access the grants to assist them to
employ and retain Aboriginal job seekers. The Employment Parity Initiative (EPI) works with large
Australian Companies to commit to Indigenous workforce targets. The EPI also aims to build capacity
within organisations to recruit and retain Indigenous job seekers. Companies operating in the regions
with an EPI Agreement include Broadspectrum, Compass Group, Accor, Woolworths, MSS and Wilson
Security. Saltbush Social Enterprises operates the Australian Government funded Vocational Training and
Education Centre (VTEC) in Tennant Creek and works closely with the local CDP provider RISE-Ngurratjuta
to meet the aspirations of job seekers while simultaneously assisting them to maintain their mutual
obligation requirements. VTECs are supported to connect Aboriginal job seekers with guaranteed work
by bringing together the necessary support services to prepare them for long-term work.

Designing pathways to work for Aboriginal job seekers
Individual characteristics of local communities will influence the design of specific work-readiness
programs. Prior engagement with individuals, families, communities and Aboriginal organisations is
important to identify what they believe are the specific challenges that need to be addressed to help
people to be work-ready. It is important to engage employers to ensure programs meet their
expectations. Industry, contractors and local businesses need to identify a common base of skills required
for work-readiness and identify jobs for those who are work-ready. Some jobs may require industry
specific entry level skills in a pre-employment program.
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When designing pathways to work, consideration must be given to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

the importance of early engagement with individuals, families, organisations and communities in
order to maximise employment opportunities
sharing information and allowing time to build relationships and trust
clearly articulating the direct, indirect and ancillary employment and business opportunities and
the timing to start and likely duration of the need for work, service or supply
if the opportunities are not on-ongoing, post-project transitions need to be considered
having industry/employer buy-in and commitment from the start to avoid ‘training for training’s
sake’
building a solid base of employability and general skills suitable for a larger pool of potential
employers
offering higher level training to those who are ready and are seeking it, if it is connected to a job.

A series of case studies of vocational education and training were presented in the Charles Darwin
University report Ready for work (Waters, 2019) . The Gumatj Corporation Limited (GCL) and its Gulkula
Regional Training Centre reflect many of the ingredients for designing successful pre-employment
programs for Aboriginal job seekers.
Case Study – Gumatj Corporation Limited (GCL) and the Gulkula Regional Training Centre, East
Arnhem Land
In 2007, Rio Tinto bought Alcan, operators of the former Nabalco bauxite mine in Gove, East
Arnhem Land. Four years later, the Rio Tinto Alcan Gove Traditional Owners Agreement was signed.
In 2013, with the support of the Northern Land Council, a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU)
was signed to complete a feasibility study for bauxite mining at the Dhupuma Plateau. At the 2013
Garma Festival, Aboriginal leaders from North East Arnhem Land came together with Indigenous
leaders from seven other regions across Australia and agreed on a set of design principles for
Empowered Communities. With bipartisan political support, Empowered Communities was
launched in August 2013 (https://empoweredcommunities.org.au/).
Plans for development of the Gulkula Mine, Australia’s first Indigenous owned and operated bauxite
mine were considered later the same year after a Jawun (https://jawun.org.au/) secondee from
Wesfarmers was assigned to work on a Mining Regional Impact Study. Gumatj Corporation Limited
(GCL) (https://gumatj.com.au/) wanted to support Yolngu people’s training and employment
pathways. At the 2014 Garma Festival, the construction of the Gulkula Regional Training Centre
(GRTC) was announced, with the support of a $2.4 million grant from Rio Tinto. In 2016 further
Jawun secondees worked with the Gumatj Corporation to develop strategic and operational plans
for the Centre. At the 2017 Garma Festival, Gumatj Corporation and Rio Tinto Alcan signed an
agreement to purchase bauxite from the Gulkula Mine and the GRTC, on the Garma site, 40km from
Nhulunbuy
on
the
Central
Arnhem
Road,
was
officially
opened
(https://gumatj.com.au/business/training/). In 2018 the mine secured a contract to transport
bauxite to Rio Tinto, consolidating internal mining operations and offering further opportunities for
Yolngu people. While Rio Tinto’s refinery closed in 2014, mining is not expected to finish until 2030.
Recently cleared areas of the mine provide timber for the Gumatj-owned timber mill, while
employment in mine rehabilitation and associated forestry plantations will provide new
opportunities for training, work and regional economic development.
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In December of the same year the 99-year Gunyangara township lease
(https://gunyangara.com.au/) was executed, to be held by the Ngarrariyal Aboriginal Corporation.
This was the first township lease held by a traditional owner corporation, providing further
economic and community development opportunities. In 2017 the Gumatj Corporation agreed to
sublease 275 hectares on the Dhupuma Plateau on the Gulkala escarpment to Equatorial Launch
Australia for the Arnhem Space Centre (https://www.nlc.org.au/media-publications/rockets-tolaunch-in-north-east-arnhem-land).
As described in Chapter 3, the Gumatj Corporation has invested mining royalties in several ventures
over the years to create jobs for Yolngu youth. These include a timber mill, concrete batching plant
and cattle farm, as well as a joint venture with Nhulunbuy construction company Delta Reef.
In 2017 the Corporation approached Charles Darwin University (CDU) to implement a suitable
training program for local Yolngu people. An agreement was signed with CDU to provide three 17week
Vocational
Education
and
Training
(VET)
programs
at
the
GRTC
(https://gumatj.com.au/business/training/). The program, developed by the Gumatj Corporation,
is a mix of learning activities and on-the-job training focusing on developing the confidence, selfesteem, self-discipline, respect and resilience of each participant. It is a broad, flexible workreadiness program designed for adult learners in East Arnhem Land, with an emphasis on work
health and safety combined with language, literacy and numeracy support. The program covered
training in the extraction (mining), civil construction, building construction, hospitality,
administration, conservation and land management, and health industries. It was delivered by
Charles Darwin University (CDU) in association with local Community Development Program
providers, employers and other agencies.
The 18-month training program, with ongoing mentoring and learner support, features three main
components:
1.
a 17-week (one semester) training course based on units from a Certificate II in one of
the industry sectors identified by GCL, and includes both unpaid work placement and
guaranteed local employment
2.
an industry traineeship for a second semester
3.
an optional apprenticeship with employment beyond the initial 12 months.
Training was delivered in ten-day residential blocks at the GRTC with students returning home for
four days between each block. Over ten days, students were offered basic skills associated with an
industry such as computer and typing skills, safe work practices, food hygiene and preparation. In
the first intake, a maximum of five students could participate in one of four industry sectors on
offer. Yolngu mentors lived on site to support students, to provide transport to and from their
homes, and to organise activities outside training hours. The residential component of the program
was important to support the development of capabilities such as cooking, washing, health,
hygiene, teamwork and communication skills. Training included up to five weeks of work placement
in an enterprise related to each student’s chosen industry sector.
Students are nominated by the local community and selected by the GLC Board, based on aptitude,
ability, attitude to work and levels of English language, literacy and numeracy (LLN). Alternative
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selection instruments were used to assist in the process (http://www.turnstoneprojects.com/wpcontent/uploads/2016/07/GRTC_applicant_information_flyer-1.pdf). A week of orientation
included a welcome ceremony, introduction to support agencies that deliver financial literacy
training, student welfare services and work clothing, health checks and vaccinations, apprenticeship
support and Centrelink. After the first 17 weeks, students were offered employment and/or a
traineeship in a local business such as Rio Tinto, Top End Health, small private businesses, the
Northern Territory Government or GCL to complete their Certificate II.
The priority for CDU VET in delivering the program was that it was culturally respectful and offered
a supportive learning environment, accommodating the personal and academic learning needs of
the students, and acknowledging the low levels of adult English LLN of the students. An innovative
model integrating learner support in everyday learning was developed. This covered work skills as
well as developing holistic life-long learning and critical thinking and other employability skills.
Preparedness to be flexible and adaptable in teaching and scheduling are key criteria for success.
To gain insight into how the program is progressing, a student is nominated to attend the educators’
meeting each training block to represent the students and provide feedback, thereby supporting
both-ways learning.
The factors contributing to positive outcomes for students at Gulkula include:
•

•
•
•
•
•

collaborative partnerships between CDU, GCL and a broad range of service providers to
create a supportive learning and working environment and real employment opportunities
for students
the leadership of GCL as an Indigenous organisation, which ensures community ownership
and involvement in the program
adaptable, supportive and respectful CDU VET educators and learning support specialists
who have extensive cultural knowledge and experience
well-resourced, structured and integrated learning and mentoring support for students
training in regular residential training blocks located away from family and community, but
close enough for support with local mentors
Yolngu community leaders as mentors and supervisors.

Organisations in communities need to work in partnership to ensure support programs are tailored to
provide individual job seekers with the best chance of successfully navigating a pathway to work.
Intensive support is most likely required throughout work readiness, work/work-like experience and preemployment programs. This support could include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

English language, literacy and numeracy training
digital literacy training, including setting up and using email
financial literacy, including setting up a bank account and other work-related requirements
employability skills training, including workplace communication, cross-cultural awareness,
workplace expectations – attendance, regularity, dependability, punctuality, getting to work
workplace communication, including how to listen to and follow instructions, how to ask for help
and how to talk to supervisors if you need to take time off
workplace health and safety expectations, including PPE, drug and alcohol testing, police checks,
use of mobile phones, and how to be aware of their responsibilities for their own and their work
colleagues’ safety
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•
•
•
•
•

personal coaching and mentoring, building self-esteem
collecting and collating identification documents
health and wellbeing education, including cooking and nutrition, personal hygiene, washing and
work clothes preparation
balancing family and community obligations with work
driver education.

Figure 2: Cycles of work readiness and support

Financial literacy/management & English LLN support

On-going training on and offjob

Employment

Mentoring
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Design principles for job seeker workforce pathways programs
Program principles emerging from case studies, including those in the OECD (2019) report into Indigenous
Employment and Skills Strategies in Australia, the wider literature and stakeholder consultation include
the importance of:
•
•
•
•
•

community ownership and engagement in design and delivery
employers taking leadership roles in implementing training
training in workplace settings, or at minimum, training that simulates workplace settings to
ensure employability as well as occupational specific skills are developed
regular residential training blocks located away from family and community
visits to worksites to provide job seekers firsthand experience of their operation and the role and
importance of workplace health and safety

Chapter 1: Workforce readiness and employment pathways, A. Boyle 2020

46

•
•
•
•

•
•
•

opportunities for employers to meet and interview job seekers who complete full programs and
are interested in employment
embedding well-resourced mentoring into any type of pre-employment or transition to work
program
mentors being alongside participants, preferably a senior family/community member or
alternatively, an appropriately skilled and experienced non-Aboriginal person
access to tailored English language, literacy and numeracy programs to better support both job
readiness and accredited training, delivered by specialists who have extensive cultural knowledge
and experience
designing programs that respond to the future of work by including digital literacy
programs delivered by Aboriginal people, or by those who recognise the need for cultural
awareness by Aboriginal job seekers, employers and workplaces
trainers who are qualified, experienced, adaptable, flexible and respectful.

The Saltbush case study below highlights both the activities of the organisation and some important
lessons learned over 40 years of operation.
Case Study - Saltbush
“A person with a job is a person with a future,” is Karen Sheldon’s motto.
For many Aboriginal job seekers, the first steps on a pathway to work are to help develop their
sense of worth, and the self-confidence and the personal skills needed to grasp opportunities, she
says.
This requires working with people consistently and respectfully at a pace and in a time frame they
can engage with as they journey from a life of intergenerational welfare dependence and trauma
towards a future of self-determination, Karen says.
Karen Sheldon AM is best known for her catering skills. The former cook at the Barrow Creek Pub
and owner of the famed Dolly Pot Inn in Tennant Creek, Karen is now Managing Director of the
Karen Sheldon Group, Executive Director of Saltbush Social Enterprises, and President of the NT
Chamber of Commerce. Her heart remains in the Barkly however, continuing what has become her
life’s work of driving social and economic change in the Territory.
In 2017 Karen and her co-directors Sarah Hickey and Amanda Swift established Saltbush. The notfor-profit organisation is now transitioning to Aboriginal ownership and management.
The founders hope their legacy will continue, as Saltbush breaks down the barriers to Indigenous
disadvantage at the grass roots level with its ‘boots on the ground’ approach.
The structured Pathway to Work model developed by the Karen Sheldon Group includes both the
successful Future Stars Indigenous employment program and intensive Aboriginal workplace
mentoring modules.
These programs empower Aboriginal job seekers by delivering practical life and employability skills
as well as brain training and self-empowerment techniques along a slow and patient continuum
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towards a meaningful working life. The scaffold of strong social support on this journey is the key
to long-term success, says Karen.
Saltbush provided pre-employment training and facilitated a live-in gas operator training program
for Jemena’s delivery of the Northern Gas Pipeline from Tennant Creek to Mount Isa. This led to
Jemena’s recent $100,000 one-year sponsorship of the Saltbush Indigenous ‘Pipeline to Success’
mentoring and leadership skills development program for Aboriginal job seekers in Central
Australia.
Jemena managing director Frank Tudor said the Pipeline to Success program would continue
Jemena’s commitment to the Tennant Creek community and build a talent pool which could
potentially work on the pipeline and other industry opportunities in the future. Jemena recently
committed to sponsorship of the program for a second year.
Saltbush delivers a range of services throughout the Northern Territory including Indigenous
employment services, supported bail accommodation for young people, the Back on Track Program
for young people and wellbeing mental health program for individuals and groups.
The Karen Sheldon Group is a registered training organisation that provides accredited and nonaccredited training programs across the Northern Territory.
Saltbush now owns a home in Elliott, north of Tennant Creek, and is creating an Air BnB as an
inclusive community business development to show how to build a small business from concept to
operation. The project was awarded a Northern Territory Attorney-General’s Community Benefit
Fund grant in 2019.
Saltbush was recently commissioned by Arafura Resources, which is developing a rare earth mine
near Aileron, south of Tennant Creek, to develop an Indigenous Engagement Strategy with a strong
focus on pathways into jobs.
Saltbush is also working with Origin Energy which is keen to employ local Elliott workers.
When is the best time to start preparing people for job opportunities in the Beetaloo?
“Yesterday,” says Karen emphatically. “We need to be growing these pre-employment and basic
employability skills programs right now.”
Some of the key lessons learned by KSG and Saltbush based on more than 40 years’ experience as
an employer of Aboriginal people:
•
•

•

aspirational and support programs need longevity, with consistency of people and focus
supporting job seekers living on intergenerational welfare must be adequately resourced
to cater for a long and patient journey, rather than expectations of a quick fix to long-term
unemployment
the initial assessment by Centrelink of many Aboriginal job seekers in remote and regional
Australia needs a complete overhaul to ensure the job seekers are adequately and correctly
assessed

Chapter 1: Workforce readiness and employment pathways, A. Boyle 2020

48

•
•
•
•
•

•

programs need be flexible: a Centrelink assessment in Melbourne is not the same as one in
the Northern Territory
Aboriginal job-seekers need the space and time to practise their entirely new and strange
‘working life’, so expect many falls and slips before their pathway becomes clear
change is hard for anyone, it takes a long time to sustain
Aboriginal people may have strong cultural obligations: historically, duty to family overrides
obligations to a workplace and change must be learned and supported by all
factors at home will have a major bearing on people’s ability to turn up to work: sharing a
bedroom with 12 people, other householders partying late, sometimes factors that cause
people ‘shame’ such as loss of uniforms
it’s important to have good working relationships with the larger companies seeking to
employ Indigenous people: many have good intent and are looking at the long game, so
communication is key.

Recommendations: Pathways to work for job seekers
Pathways to a job covers:
•
•
•
•
•

•

the initial assessment by Centrelink of Aboriginal job seekers in remote and regional Australia
needs a complete overhaul to ensure job seekers are adequately and correctly assessed
systems for collecting work-essential identification must be developed for all job seekers and
information for participants collated prior to the commencement of any program
high-performing job seekers in programs should be used as role models, particularly after
securing employment
pathways and support programs need longevity, with consistency of people and focus
programs previously offered need to be reviewed to identify what did and did not work and why;
these reviews need to be accurate, transparent and publicly accessible to ensure NT-wide
program improvement
early identification of major projects in communities/regions is needed as is the provision of
opportunities to engage with contractors/employers to identify potential job opportunities
available for participants who complete workforce readiness/preparation for
employment/transition to employment programs.

Part B: Employment pathways for Aboriginal people in the Beetaloo
Corridor
Introduction
The ability of the onshore gas industry to create new jobs for Aboriginal people in the Beetaloo Corridor
is determined by factors that are both difficult to predict and are determined well outside the region. In
an operating environment predicated on unstable commodity prices, international relations and
government policy, reliably forecasting workforce needs is challenging. Programs and activities that aim
to facilitate the flow of information between employers, trainers and job seekers will be important tools
in ensuring positive local Aboriginal employment outcomes in the NT. This suggests that there is a strong
incentive for the Government to work with gas companies, local residents, Aboriginal people and local
businesses to identify, as early as possible in the development process, any potential for direct
employment and opportunities to partner and develop the skills and processes necessary to be part of
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the supply chain for goods, services and labour. Combined with direct and indirect employment
opportunities in the oil and gas sector, increases in the resident workforce will influence the growth of
ancillary industries across the region.

Territory Benefit Policy
The current Territory Benefit Policy provides contractual incentives to developing and employing local
employees and local businesses. Private sector projects awarded Major Project Status are required to
have a Territory Benefit Plan under the NT Major Project Status Policy Framework. This currently applies
to Sun Cable’s Australia-Singapore Power Link, a proposal that seeks to construct a solar farm and storage
facility near Tennant Creek. In addition, a Territory Benefit Plan needs to be prepared for private sector
projects where the NT Government has contributed $500,000 or more and/or when a Territory Benefit
Plan is specified as part of an NT Government project facilitation agreement. The Territory Benefits Policy
aims to maximise the contribution to the NT economy of private sector projects. These plans need to
articulate outcomes associated with:
•
•
•
•

local workforce development and employment
regional and Aboriginal economic and community development
local business participation and SME capability development
economic, industry and social infrastructure investment.

The oil and gas industry is highly reliant on contractor workforces, so it is here that Aboriginal job seekers
are most likely to find local employment. It will be important that adoption and implementation of the
current Territory Benefit Policy (Northern Territory Government, 2019d) is not merely a ‘tick the box’
exercise. Contracting companies must have the capacity to implement their Territory Benefit Plans and
the government will need to enforce compliance with monitoring and accountability processes and
associated sanction. The Territory Benefit Policy strongly recommends that project proponents have
consulted with the Industry Capability Network Northern Territory (ICN NT) to ensure the Government’s
commitment to local participation is met. An important enabling aspect of any local content policy is
providing the platform for suppliers and project owners to connect, and to understand the demand for,
and supply of goods and services that may be required in a project. The Territory Benefit Policy
recommends major project proponents ensure all work packages are listed on the ICN NT Gateway along
with any pre-qualification requirements. Ensuring the timely visibility of opportunities to participate is
critical to engaging local businesses and a local workforce.

Employers of choice
Local content policy alone is not enough to ensure Aboriginal employment. Organisational structures
need to be culturally sensitive and appropriately supported to allow this to occur. A shared sense of
responsibility in achieving Aboriginal employment and development outcomes is important for success.
Corporate champions need to ensure that Aboriginal employment remains on the corporate agenda.
Coordination and communication between procurement and contracting departments and those
engaged to work closely with local communities on the ground is necessary to meet or exceed targets set
in any form of local Aboriginal participation, development and/or benefit plan that policy demands. Those
personnel in training and liaison roles need to be appropriately skilled and informed and have the respect
of the Aboriginal communities with whom they are engaging. A guide to good practice prepared by the
Centre for Social Responsibility in Mining (Barclay, Parmenter, & Barnes, 2014) recommends that
successful initiatives include:
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•
•

•
•
•

clear and consistent support from senior management
a champion who works regularly with others in the company to achieve alignment between
Indigenous Employment Training and Enterprise Development (IETED) programs, human
resources and procurement functions
internal training programs that develop local and cultural awareness throughout the organisation
Aboriginal participation and development programs are resourced adequately to meet
commitments made
aligning internal stakeholders through appropriate key performance indicators (KPI)s.

Delivery of local and cultural awareness training for all company employees is increasingly common.
Across the Beetaloo Corridor it will be important that the appropriate Traditional Owners and/or their
agreed representatives deliver this training, dependent upon whose country the work is being
undertaken. The delivery of local and cultural awareness training provides a local Aboriginal employment
and/or business development opportunity and shows local people the value companies place on their
knowledge and culture. Furthermore, a report into industry leading practices in Aboriginal engagement
in resource development in Canada (InterGroup Consultants, 2008) and conversations with employers
engaged with major projects in remote areas, including those reported in Tremblay and Boyle (2019),
reinforce the key attributes (in addition to those identified above) of employers of choice including:
•
•
•
•
•

preparedness to apply a more flexible approach to managing work systems, including alternative
rosters and cultural leave provisions
recognition of the importance of family relationships and how these need to be valued and
respected and yet at times managed
a strong focus on mentoring, both by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal mentors
respectful and equal treatment of Aboriginal employees
significant human and financial resources together with accountability for supporting Aboriginal
employees.

Jemena’s commitment to supporting local Aboriginal employment was evident in the Northern Gas
Pipeline Project. The case study below showcases examples of good practice as it relates to regional
employment plans and business, and community engagement.
Case Study – Jemena Northern Gas Pipeline (NGP) Project
Jemena’s Northern Gas Pipeline between Tennant Creek and Mount Isa was delivered on time and on
budget against challenging timelines between 2015 and 2018, due in no small part to strong local
relationships, a strong commitment to local contracts, capacity-building and intensive support for local
job seekers.
“We spent a lot of time trying to understand what the region needed,” says NGP Project Director
Jonathan Spink.
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Jemena (an Aboriginal word meaning ‘to
hear, listen and think’) was awarded the
contract to build, own and operate the
622-kilometre Northern Gas Pipeline
(NGP) by the Northern Territory
Government in late 2015, with
construction starting in July 2017.
Planning for the project included early
consultation and negotiations with
traditional owners, pastoralists, other
landholders and communities along the
route. Jemena then obtained a range of
cross jurisdictional approvals, for the
Northern Territory, Queensland and the
Commonwealth.

Key results
288

NT/Queensland contracts

150

Barkly/Mt Isa contracts

$43,804,000

Total NT spend

$16,450,000

Barkly spend

$18,045

Indigenous businesses NT/Queensland

833

NT/Queensland jobs (397 regional)

269

Indigenous jobs NT/Queensland

Jemena prepared a comprehensive project-specific Industry Participation Plan, in which it set itself a
range of targets for employment, training and local procurement (contracts), most of which were
exceeded.
Exceeding Aboriginal workforce targets meant creating ways to support the long-term unemployed
into work: from a social enterprise approach in Tennant Creek to providing Traditional Owners sole
source contracting options, and empowering and assisting Traditional Owners to procure contractors
who would work on their country and employ local Aboriginal people.
“We undertook a socioeconomic assessment of the region to understand unemployment rates, what
skills and types of businesses were in the region and their capability and then matched those to the
project and the jobs the project would bring. Using this information, we developed the critical elements
of the Project’s Industry Participation Plan: the Social Employment Project; the Project Ready Training
Program; the SME-BIF; and, the Gas Operator Training Program,” says Jonathan.
“The IPP was designed to not only provide project opportunities but to provide a legacy of skilled
people and businesses in the region.”
The tender to deliver Jemena’s Social Employment Project in Tennant Creek was won by Tennant Creek
business Remote Concrete NT. The project delivered employment to nine local people who
manufactured 37,000 sawdust bags over 12 weeks.
“Deciding to manufacture sandbags and procure pipe skids locally was an easy one – it provided local
people who would ordinarily not be able to work on the project a chance at employment, allowing
them to meaningfully contribute to the project,” Jonathan said.

Chapter 1: Workforce readiness and employment pathways, A. Boyle 2020

52

The NGP’s jobs and training opportunities were posted on a central web portal, allowing people to
express interest and upload their resumes. Anyone who needed assistance to do this was offered it –
they could either attend the Jemena Tennant Creek office or were assisted by the Karen Sheldon Group.
The Project Ready Training Program
(PRTP) was designed to recruit and
train Aboriginal people from the
Barkly and Mount Isa regions and
prepare them to work in
construction jobs on the project.

The two key components of Jemena’s Industry
Participation Plan
1.

The PRTP was a live-in program and
provided dedicated, wrap around
services, including mentorship.
Delivered in both the NT and QLD,
the 10-week program saw graduates
awarded a Statement of Attainment
as part of a Certificate II in Resources
and Infrastructure Work. The
program included a basic civils skill
set, forklift operation, general
tagging and rigging, financial
acumen, daily employability and
camp living skills.

2.

Regional Employment Plan:
• Jobs Portal
• Project Ready Training Program (Tennant
Creek and Camooweal)
• the Dugalunji Spinifex training program (in
Camooweal)
• Tennant Creek Social Employment Program
• Gas Operator Training Program and
apprenticeships.
Small to Medium Enterprise Business Investment
Program:
• SME Business Investment Fund.

Integral to this was Business and Community
Engagement
• social impact assessment
• business and community briefings and
regional conferences participation
• local content contractual provisions
• sole source contract initiative.

In the Territory, Group Training NT
delivered the program with Charles
Darwin University. Trainees stayed
at the Julalikari Council Aboriginal
Corporation’s youth accommodation centre, with 14 of the 15 participants graduating from the course.
In Queensland, Myuma delivered the training and provided accommodation at the Dugalunji Training
and Accommodation Centre, near Camooweal – all 30 of the participants graduated.
The aim of the training was to develop a cohort of people in the Barkly and Mount Isa regions with the
skills and experience to not only work on the gas pipeline but to secure other jobs in the region. Most
graduates were placed into jobs with pipeline contractors.
The Myuma Group delivered an additional 18-week, live-in program providing construction skills and
land management training for 14 people from remote Northern Territory communities, with the aim
of transitioning graduates into jobs with the spinifex latex industry being developed by Myuma.
Another program, the six-week live-in Gas Operator Training Program, was a delivered in Tennant
Creek providing units from the Certificate II in Gas Supply Industry Operations. The program was
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delivered by the Karen Sheldon Group, Site Skills Group and the Julalikari Council Aboriginal
Corporation at the Papulu Apparr-kari Language Centre.
Two local Aboriginal graduates joined Jemena to complete a three-year apprenticeship in a Certificate
IV in Gas Supply Industry Operations.
In addition to the Regional Employment Plan, Jemena provided an additional training program – a
Health and Safety Traineeship. The 12-month program gave two local Indigenous people – one in NT
and one in Queensland – the chance to study while working full-time, gaining practical skills on a major
construction project.
Jobs with the NGP project spanned the planning, construction and commissioning phases and covered
operating machinery, conducting environmental and cultural assessments, labourers and pipelining
works, as well as work in kitchen and camp operations and cultural support services.
Community social investment
A remote community social investment program saw Jemena:
•
•
•
•
•

fund the drilling of a water bore and donation of monies to undertake more water studies for
a community which had experienced problems with potable water supplies
support the establishment of a cultural tourism business
support a land development plan for an Aboriginal Land Trust to support potential pastoral
activities
fund an upgrade on a critical road used to access an Aboriginal community
support the development of an Aboriginal labour hire business and training facility.

In addition to negotiated agreements through the Northern and Central Land Councils, Jemena had an
extensive local sponsorship program, targeting the areas of culture, health and education, which saw
multi-year and ongoing support for key local organisations and events.
Business readiness
In order to maximise local content in procurement, Jemena worked closely with business groups such
as the Regional Economic Development Committee and ICN NT. Jemena ran extensive regional
roadshows and procurement workshops to provide information on contract scopes, pre-qualification,
project timing and business support programs.
Jemena developed a Small to Medium Enterprise (SME) Business Investment Fund to help eligible SMEs
in the Barkly and Mount Isa regions build their capacity to competitively bid for work. In conjunction
with the NT Department of Trade, Business and Innovation, more than $170,000 in grants was invested
to 16 Barkly businesses to build capacity and capability, including building new websites and
undertaking business planning.
It took resources, financial commitment, strong partnerships and the support of Territorians and the
people of the Barkly and Isa regions to deliver on Jemena’s Industry Participation Plan, says Jonathan.
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“All of these efforts were supported and delivered by Jemena’s team and included a strong, aligned
program of stakeholder and community engagement,” he says.
“We are proud of our achievements and hope our project becomes the benchmark for what is to come
in the Australian energy market.”
Key considerations for future projects
•
•
•
•
•
•

give local businesses plenty of notice so they can think about the opportunities, form alliances
and partnerships, and so they have time to prepare for contract tendering
packaging works to suit the capacity of local businesses
local content requirements must be cascaded through the supply chain
early, frequent and ongoing engagement builds relationships, trust and understanding of
needs
delivering robust local content requires commitment, personnel and programs that build
capacity
stay nimble, which will allow you to see what other opportunities might be available.

Opportunities with onshore gas projects
The short-term nature of pipeline construction meant the length and number of jobs corresponded
with the project timeframe. But because of the timeframes involved, gas-based development in the
Beetaloo Basin takes opportunities to another level, Jonathan Spink says.
Some specialist skillsets, not available locally, will need to be engaged from outside the Territory,
however a large portion of the construction workforce, including surveyors, plant operators, drillers
and fencing contractors, and support services, including drivers, mentors and hospitality, could be
sourced locally.
Local opportunities are likely to include:
•
•
•
•

day to day surveying and monitoring
flora and fauna surveys, environmental and cultural heritage crews
camp providers, cleaning roles, kitchen hands, chefs
a number of trade positions.

“For large linear projects, like pipelines, the roles needed range from engineers and procurement
personnel, plant and machinery operators and tradespeople, through to hospitality services and
mentors – so there’s a large range of skill levels required,” Jonathan says.
The key is to start training people now for the range of skills that will be needed as the Beetaloo Basin
develops:
“You know there’s going to be employment and contracting opportunities in three years – so you need
to consider what pathways could be developed over that timeframe. What apprenticeships can be
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kickstarted now, what pathways into CDU or other tertiary education can be enabled now to ensure
that in three to five years you’ve got engineers, and high skilled people in the region,” Jonathan says.
“It’s also the time to consider what businesses can partner up and form alliances so they are able to
tackle the bigger scopes of work we know are coming.”

Recruitment practices
Leading companies in the Australian mining industry have recognised that mainstream recruitment
practices are frequently not appropriate for Aboriginal people and have consequently adapted their
approach (Tiplady & Barclay, 2007). Due to limited computer and internet access, lower levels of digital
and English literacy and intergeneration unemployment, Aboriginal job seekers are unlikely to seek out
job vacancies that are advertised online. Although Jemena established an online ‘jobs board’ for the
Northern Gas Pipeline Project, early in the recruitment process they recognised the need to establish a
permanent presence in Tennant Creek and Mount Isa to assist Aboriginal people to meet their
employment aspirations.
Alternative recruitment methods for Aboriginal people that have been applied successfully include:
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

face-to-face communication with communities impacted by projects about the work and
associated employment opportunities
working with senior community members and family networks to identify potential candidates
for job vacancies
creating a permanent presence of company representatives in key centres in the region who can
provide computer and internet access and support applicants to prepare a resume and lodge an
online job application and, create awareness of any training opportunities
opportunities to undertake face-to-face application interviews rather than prepare written
documents
providing education about occupational health and safety, including the non-use of mobile
phones on worksites and zero tolerance policies regarding drug and alcohol use
reconsidering the educational standards that are set for entry level positions
using residential workshops for short listed candidates that include participation in a range of
classroom, outdoor and worksite activities over several days under the supervision and
assessment of company staff.

Retention strategies
Given the challenges commonly faced by Aboriginal employees, it is necessary to consider specific
retention strategies, particularly if the work requires them to be away from home for extended periods.
A stakeholder commented that “all the services are geared to those on welfare and there’s not enough
services to support those who want to work”.
Strategies that can be used to improve retention include:
•
•

flexible working arrangements, including a gradual exposure to demands of the workplace (both
number of days and hours of work) and the opportunity to work shorter rosters if required
transport options if there is daily return travel to the worksite; it could also incorporate work
clothes and personal protective equipment (PPE) collection from a central location
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•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•

ongoing mentoring and support
peer support in the workplace
ensuring lines of communication are open between employees and employers to encourage early
notification of concerns that may impact on the ability of the employee to do their job
ongoing engagement with communities about projects, providing opportunities for families and
communities to come together to celebrate milestones and continue to reinforce the importance
the role local Aboriginal people have in projects
where possible, make opportunities available for communities to visit worksites to support their
understanding of projects and opportunities to work
engagement with partners, families and communities to support the understanding of the need
for the high levels of safety required to work on a project site and associated zero tolerance
policies
engage with the partners and extended family of Aboriginal employees whose benefits may be
impacted because of full time employment
financial management and associated counselling to ensure that access to additional income does
not lead to unrepayable debt.

Workplace mentoring
The importance of mentoring has been a constant theme throughout stakeholder engagement for this
report, previous projects and in the literature. Mentoring can include providing personal advice and
guidance to employees and helping employees to become more technically proficient in their work.
Mentoring can also include providing support to an organisation to better understand the importance of
cultural obligations to their employees and consequently enable mentees to be supported to balance
cultural obligations with workplace commitments.
There is general agreement that an Aboriginal mentor of the same gender as the employee is preferable,
as they are much better placed to understand personal situations and how best to manage them.
However, an appropriately experienced non-Aboriginal mentor can also be suitable. Other aspects
important to implementing a successful mentoring program and identified by stakeholders or highlighted
in a review of good practice undertaken in 2010 by the Centre for Social Responsibility in Mining
(Taufatofua & Brereton, 2010) include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

engagement with local Aboriginal communities to identify the challenges employees are likely to
face
extensive investment in education about healthy living, healthy lifestyles and how they impact on
being ready for work
recruiting mentors with appropriate characteristics, skills and experience
allowing the mentor to work with the mentee’s family
provision of enough support for mentors to enable them to do their job and ensure they can meet
their own personal needs and cultural commitments
regular and consistent contact that, in the case of projects, is in place early so that local people
see familiar faces.
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Grants available to employers to support the increased
employment of Aboriginal people
Both Australian and Northern Territory Government grants are available for employers to support
Aboriginal people to get jobs and/or to develop careers in their workplace. In all cases, employers must
work with Aboriginal people, their communities, Aboriginal organisations and/or training providers.
Examples of these include:

Northern Territory Aboriginal Workforce Grants
Northern Territory Aboriginal corporations, private businesses, industry bodies, not-for-profit and other
incorporated organisation can apply for funds that support Aboriginal workforce development. Eligible
projects need to include elements such as:
•
•
•

structured mentoring through a professional service for career development
workforce development - for example, support to carry out workplace practices, job design or
tutoring
wraparound services including:
o
o

on-site mentoring and structured workplace support
transport and/or accommodation where there is no alternative.

Territory Workforce Program
Northern Territory businesses can apply for initiatives that support workforce development and training.
Grant outcomes seek to increase participation and completion of traineeships and apprenticeships. The
program has three streams: apprenticeships and traineeships, workforce development, and industry
workforce strategies. Eligible projects can include:
•
•
•

pre-apprenticeships - short training programs that help prepare individuals for successful entry
into an apprenticeship
higher apprenticeships - on-the-job training combined with formal study leading to a diploma or
advanced diploma
other related training relevant to the needs of NT businesses and industry sectors.

Tailored Assistance Employment Grants
These Australian Government grants offered through the National Indigenous Australians Agency (NIAA)
are designed to connect Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with real and sustainable jobs.
Applications need to demonstrate that funding will deliver jobs and identify the demand for the jobs in
the organisation, region and/or industry. There are three funding streams:
•

•
•

Employment – support for job seekers to address barriers to recruitment and improve retention
in the workplace, and support for employers to engage and retain job seekers into ongoing jobs,
including post-placement support
School-based traineeships – support for secondary students to gain work experience and prepare
for post-school transition into further study or employment
Cadetships – support for university students to receive paid work-placement opportunities during
their study.
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Funded activities need to deliver outcomes that:
•
•
•
•

increase employment and retention rates
increase work readiness
increase the successful transition of secondary and tertiary students into ongoing employment
lead to certified and transferrable qualifications.

Activities are encouraged to target:
•
•
•
•

unemployed job seekers – with a focus on participants in jobactive Stream B and C, Community
Development Program (CDP) or Disability Employment Services
people not in the labour market
youth and students at risk of disengaging when leaving school
the needs of employers.

Australian Apprenticeships Incentives Program
This Australian Government program aims to contribute a highly skilled and relevant Australian workforce
that supports economic sustainability and competitiveness by encouraging:
•
•

genuine opportunities for skills-based training and development of employees
people to enter skills-based training through an Australian Apprenticeship.

Incentive payments are available to both employer and employee, at commencement, retention and
completion. Details are available from the Australian Apprenticeship Support Network in the Northern
Territory https://www.australianapprenticeshipsnt.com.au/.

‘Forecasting’ workforce needs in the Beetaloo Corridor
The need for collaboration on workforce planning issues to increase efficiency and industry productivity
has been a constant in the literature over the past 10 years. However, there remain significant gaps in
current workforce supply information in relation to its size, competency and skill set.
There have been few attempts to ‘forecast’ the workforce needs of onshore gas development in the
Beetaloo Corridor. ACIL Allen Consulting (2017) economic modelling presented five scenarios based on
levels of gas production. Estimates of the impact of development on employment averaged from 82 FTE
(BREEZE) scenario, 252 FTE (WIND) and 524 FTE (GALE), predicting much of this employment was likely to
occur in regional areas where the activities of an industry would occur.
A report by Coffey for the Scientific inquiry into hydraulic fracturing in the Northern Territory (2018) used
ACIL Allen’s (2017) Shale WIND scenario (assumes an approximate 260 well development), to estimate a
peak construction workforce in the Beetaloo Corridor of 450. The report identified that 100 of these were
likely to be non-local, associated with the construction of gas processing and compression facilities. Their
estimate for the average employment for well pad construction and field operations, including two camp
operations, was 250-300 persons. In terms of local employment, they suggested 65 would come from
Darwin, 70 from Katherine and 25 from regional Northern Territory. In addition, they believed a logistics
support facility in Katherine would employ an additional 5-10 persons. They estimated the operations and
maintenance workforce engaged in drilling wells, installing gas gathering lines and construction and
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maintaining civil works, such as roads and well pads, to be around 250. Coffey’s (2018) estimates are
presented in the table below.
Table 2: Shale WIND scenario workforce requirement in the Beetaloo corridor

Assumed
workforce hire
points
Pad
construction
(civil
works,
roads, etc)
Field operations
(gas
field
technicians)
Camp
operations
(camp
management,
catering,
accommodation
support)
Annual average
employment

Darwin
sourced

Katherine
sourced

Rural
community
sourced

Sourced in NT

50%

30%

20%

100%

50%

50%

-

50%

50%

10%

50%

40%

100%

-

65

70

25

65

Sourced
outside NT

Source: Coffey, 2018

Pangaea (NT) (2018), in a submission to the Inquiry, estimated the number of employees required for a
single unit/4 pad basis drill site in the Beetaloo for both sector total and local employment. Their
estimates are presented in the table below.
Table 3: Workforce requirement for a single unit/4 pad drill site sector total and local in the Beetaloo

Phase of Development
Exploration
Earthworks
Construction/Engineering
Manufacturing
Drilling services
Logistics
Training
Consulting
Exploration Total
Appraisal
Earthworks
Construction/Engineering
Manufacturing
Drilling

Sector Employment Total

Sector Employment Local

100
15
5
15
15
55
25
260

80
15
5
0
15
55
25
195

200
110
10
60

150
100
10
0

Chapter 1: Workforce readiness and employment pathways, A. Boyle 2020

60

Drilling services
Logistics
Training
Consulting
Appraisal Total
Production
Earthworks
Construction/Engineering
Manufacturing
Drilling
Drilling services
Logistics
Training
Consulting
Production Total

20
20
75
50
535

0
20
75
50
395

200
120
30
100
70
150
150
100
920

200
120
10
80
70
150
150
100
880

Source: Pangaea (NT), 2018

National Energy Resources Australia (2018) reported that in 2016 every direct job in the oil and gas
industry in Australia supported another 5.4 jobs in the supply chain and indirectly supported 10 other
jobs. A table presenting the workforce composition of Australia’s oil and gas extraction industry in 2016
shows that although almost half (44%) of the workforce required higher skills, the greatest percentage of
the workforce was in the production phase (48%) when 28% of the medium skill jobs were required.
Currently, these are jobs that would be in the Beetaloo Corridor.
Table 4: Workforce composition of Australia’s oil and gas extraction industry in 2016

Higher skill
Medium skill
Lower skill
Total

Exploration
%
6
1
1
8

Construction
%
5
1
8
14

Production
%
14
28
6
48

Corporate
%
18
6
6
30

Total
%
44
35
21
100

Source: NERA, 2018

Workforce plans were prepared for the Queensland coal seam gas (CSG) to LNG industry in 2009 and 2013
(Energy Skills Queensland, 2013). Although this was not shale gas, the two industries are comparable in
many respects. In 2013, Energy Skills Queensland identified the four key drivers for determining the
criticality of skills and occupations were:
•
•
•
•

low levels of experience
lengthy training required for competency
low commencements and completion rates for trade apprentices and professional roles
labour mobility and increasing need for reliance on non-resident workforces.

These drivers are likely to be applicable in preparing the NT’s onshore gas workforce.
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In identifying the critical skills and occupations needed for operations and maintenance over the 20 years
to 2034, the report noted the need for workforce planning initiatives to be prioritised for supply chains,
particularly for drilling, well servicing, electrotechnology, telecommunications and camp operations.
Leading practice literature suggests Aboriginal participation levels tend to be higher in
production/operation than construction phases as there is more time for planning effective recruitment
and retention programs and, correspondingly, more time available for training. However, NERA (National
Energy Resources Australia, 2018) reported automation will have a major impact on all remote workforces
and the ability to interpret and use data will increase across all occupations. Technologies such as
predictive maintenance, inspection and caretaker robots, autotomised digital sensor networks and
wearables are likely to have considerable impact on work roles in remote locations. New supervisory job
roles will emerge, and local workforces will need to develop new capabilities to engage with these
opportunities.
The literature differs slightly in its presentation of the stages of onshore gas development. However,
common themes include the phases of exploration, appraisal, development/construction,
production/operation and decommission. The types of skills required vary in each of these stages. The
range of skill sets required does present opportunities for locally resident workers, while supply
opportunities and the on-going delivery of goods and services provides opportunities for business growth
and development. The ACIL Allen Consulting report for the Hydraulic Fracturing Inquiry (2017) indicated
that the location of the gas reserves in the Beetaloo Corridor could offer important business opportunities
to Aboriginal communities in areas such as cleaning, catering, maintenance services, conservation and
land management services, general labour provision and the hire of heavy equipment.
Pangaea (NT) (2018) identified the following direct and indirect/ancillary activities associated with the
phases of exploration, appraisal and production of onshore gas.
Table 5: Activities associated with the phases of exploration, appraisal and production of onshore gas

ACTIVITY
Exploration
Earthworks
Drill pad access and civils
Drilling sump/pump
Water storage
Surveys
Road construction
Road maintenance
Gates and fencing
Seismic preparation
Seismic clearance
Rehabilitation
Construction/Engineering
Road engineering
Pipeline engineering
Laydown area
All weather access

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
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PHASE
Appraisal

Production

X
X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X

X
X
X

X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
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Gates and fencing
Safety management system
Dam (water management)
Crane service
Camp and site office
3D Seismic mobile camp
Major
infrastructure
project
(pipeline/road etc)
Water management including haulage
Major
infrastructure
project
(pipe/road/rail/water/sand)
Manufacturing
Well tubulars
Well tubular accessories
Drilling bits
Well head equipment
Pad production equipment (tanks,
separators, flowlines etc)
Gathering
facility
equipment
(compression, treatment units, metering)
Drilling
Rig mobilisation
Rig operation
Drilling Services
Equipment rental (surface, fishing,
wellhead, fracking)
Wireline
Mud logging
Cementing (including freight)
Stimulation mobilisation
Stimulation
Coring operations
Core analysis - field
Completion operations
Camp services and supplies
Operation services and maintenance
Inspections, maintenance and supplies
Operation services and supplies
Logistics
Freight
Haulage
Core storage and handling
Sand
Fuel charge

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X

X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
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Helicopter charger
Accommodation/meals/cleaning
Drive in/Drive out transport
Training
Safety/risk
Construction/earthworks
Engineering/manufacturing
Indigenous/youth program
Petroleum
Consulting
Environmental consulting
Pastoral consulting
Cultural consulting
Management consulting
Safety consulting
Cultural awareness training
Community engagement consulting
Media/communication consulting
Political/regulatory consulting

X
X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X

Source: Pangaea (NT), 2018

The Industry Capability Network NT (Industry Capability Network [ICN-NT], 2020b) recently attempted to
identify work scopes and opportunities for Aboriginal business in the onshore gas, mining and
construction industries in the Beetaloo Corridor. However, detailed requirements for specific scopes of
work, their size, duration and location and, by association, the job roles and labour force required, are
yet to be made clear. Together with Pangaea (NT) (2018) and other literature, this work contributed to
the identification of phases of development and associated activities presented in a detailed table in
Appendix 3. Literature included Energy Skills Queensland (2013), Maggiori (n.d.) and Marcellus Shale
Coalition (2019). The table details scopes of work, phases of onshore gas development, associated
Aboriginal businesses in the Beetaloo Corridor, examples of contractor job roles and examples of
education/training programs that could support service delivery. Education and training programs
supporting the delivery of work associated with specific job roles was identified using the author’s own
knowledge and information available on the Internet including the Department of Education, Skills and
Employment website (training.gov.au). Qualifications, additional individual units of competency and skill
sets on scope were identified for major Northern Territory training providers. Although there are many
more providers delivering and/or authorised to deliver training in the NT, only those providers with full
qualifications on scope related to training for job roles in the oil and gas, mining and/or construction
industries were included in the analysis.
The table was used to identify the common job roles found in more than two scopes of work, examples
of training associated with the job roles and the availability or otherwise of the training in the Northern
Territory. The commonly identified job roles include truck drivers, general labouring, business/office
worker/warehousing staff associated with the supply of goods and tradespersons across a range of
industries. For several job roles, higher level Certificate IV trade qualifications are required. It is interesting
to note that most of the identified training is in fact on scope with major training providers in the NT.
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However, providers’ choice to deliver will necessarily be based on the economics of doing so (demand),
and the availability/access to any necessary facilities and equipment and suitably qualified trainers and
assessors. Many training providers deliver in multiple jurisdictions. Where training is more specialised it
is likely that, although available on scope in the NT, job seekers and employees will need to travel to
access the training. As identified later in this section, training partnerships may influence the options.
Table 6: Common job roles identified in >2 scopes of work in the Industry Capability Mapping and Gap Analysis:
Aboriginal Business Capability and Gap Analysis in the Beetaloo Corridor Report, training requirements and level
of availability on scope with NT training providers

EXAMPLES OF JOB ROLES

Truck drivers
Labourers/Builders
labourers/Landscape workers

NUMBER OF
SCOPES OF
WORK
EXAMPLES OF TRAINING REQUIREMENTS
REQUIRED
AND NT TRAINING PROVIDER SCOPE
N>2
62

39

Supplies related - Business
managers/Office
workers/Warehouse
store- 37
persons/Logistics
coordinators/Forklift drivers
Doggers/Riggers
26
Construction
Hands/Civil
13
construction workers
Plumbers
12
Drillers/drilling-related

10

Engineers – University level
8
Sheetmetal
workers/Boilermakers/Toolmakers 6
Heavy vehicle/Diesel mechanics

5

Endorsed driver licencing
NT White Card (Unit of Competency)
Site Safety Training (CIII&CIV + various Units
of Competency)
Resources & Infrastructure Operations/
Work Preparation (CI&CII)
Metal Roofing and Cladding (CII)
Construction/ Construction Pathways
Civil Construction/ Plant Operations (CI-CIV)
Forklift (Unit of Competency)
Business/Business Administration/Human
Resources (CI-Diploma + University)
Warehousing and Logistics (CIII&CIV only)
Dogging (CIII)
Rigging (CIII)
Construction/ Construction Pathways
Civil Construction/ Plant Operations (CI-CIV)
Plumbing/Roof Plumbing (CIII)
Plumbing and Services (CIV)
Drilling (CII-IV)
Well servicing (CII-CIV)
Civil/Structural
Electrical/Electronics
Mechanical
Engineering Fabrication/Mechanical
(CI-CIII)
Engineering Technical (CIV)
Automotive Vocational Preparation (CI&CII)
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Electricians
5

Power plant operators
4
Tradespersons – various
Equipment operators
Light vehicle mechanics

4
4
3

Air-conditioning and refrigeration
3
mechanics
Gasfitters
3
Carpenters
3
Traffic control
3
Housekeeping
Cooking

3
3

Heavy Commercial Vehicle Mechanical
Technology/Diesel Engine Technology (CIII)
Electrotechnology (Career Start) (CII)
Electrician/ Instrumentation and Control
Electrical Fitting (CIII)
Electrical Instrumentation (CIV)
Hazardous Areas Electrical (CIV)
Remote Area Essential Service (CII)
Electricity Supply Industry – Generation
(None)
Carpentry (CIII)
Civil Construction Plant Operations (CIII)
Light Commercial Vehicle Mechanical
Technology (CIII)
Automotive Electrical Technology (CIII)
Air-conditioning and refrigeration (CII-CIII)
Gas Fitting (None)
Carpentry (CIII)
Traffic
Control/Management/Planning
(Units of Competency)
Hospitality (CI-Diploma)
Kitchen Operations (CII)
Commercial Cookery (CII&CIV)

Source: Northern Institute

Training to meet employer needs in the Beetaloo Corridor
Identifying the timing of developments in the Beetaloo Corridor will be critical to facilitate an effective
response by employment agencies and training providers to ensure access by the onshore gas industry to
the skills they require. Where project timelines are unknown, workforce planning and development is
particularly difficult, more so with thin training markets and where Aboriginal people comprise 30% or
more of the population. This uncertainty, coupled with a lack of employer demand, has meant that
training providers in the Northern Territory have not been able to plan for skill development. They have
not been able to identify the best timing to invest to get specific qualifications on scope and employ (or
upskill) and retain the highly skilled staff necessary to deliver and assess the training. Access to additional
training opportunities could be facilitated through cooperation between training providers and
employers. Models of training that incorporate identification and development of local workplace trainers
could offer learning and support between training provider scheduled attendance.
Enough lead time is needed to maximise local benefits by engaging local job seekers. It is equally
important that those engaging in training/further training are doing so with purpose. This is far more
likely to eventuate if there is employer engagement in the training from the outset. A recent report,
Indigenous employment and skills strategies in Australia (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
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Development, 2019), presented a range of principles emerging from a series of case studies across the
country, two of which included:
•
•

employer engagement in skills development opportunities is critical
delivering training in a workplace setting has the potential to better link Indigenous Australians
to a sustainable job.

The table below provides an insight into major fields of education in which Indigenous students in the
Beetaloo Corridor 2 were enrolled between 2016-2018. Pre-employment programs have been the most
common, followed closely by occupational health and safety. Together, these two fields make up more
than 45% of the total enrolment across the entire region. While some subjects are more common in a
particular town or region, others - such as business management, sales and marketing, social work,
children’s services, youth work, counselling, welfare studies, communication and media studies, food and
hospitality, and literacy and numeracy programs - appear popular choices across the Beetaloo Corridor.
Table 7: Total Indigenous student subject enrolment by major fields of education in the Beetaloo Corridor 20162018

Barkly

Tennant
Creek

Elsey

Gulf

Katherine TOTAL

040311 - Carpentry and Joinery

17

94

0

10

11

132

040313 - Ceiling, Wall and Floor Fixing

9

52

0

0

15

76

040315 - Roof Fixing

0

0

0

7

4

11

040317 - Plastering

0

22

0

0

3

25

040325 - Painting, Decorating and Sign Writing

0

28

0

8

16

52

040327 - Plumbing

7

29

0

0

65

101

040329 - Scaffolding and Rigging

0

6

1

13

71

91

050105 - Animal Husbandry

17

52

7

0

162

238

050301 - Horticulture

0

134

0

32

27

193

050901 - Land, Parks and Wildlife Management 0

21

3

50

42

116

060301 - General Nursing

4

1

0

0

33

38

060307 - Community Nursing

0

0

0

5

8

13

061301 - Occupational Health and Safety

281

652

165

623

1619

3340

061305 - Indigenous Health

1

61

0

54

291

407

061307 - Health Promotion

3

43

0

6

36

88

061309 - Community Health

0

129

0

12

69

210

070101 - Teacher Education: Early Childhood

0

0

0

0

5

5

070103 - Teacher Education: Primary

0

0

0

0

3

3

Subject field of education

2

Note that the Beetaloo corridor covers only parts of these regions
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080301 - Business Management

89

9

26

148

297

080313 - Public and Health Care Administration 0

11

7

6

38

62

080319 - Hospitality Management

0

0

0

1

0

1

080321 - Farm Management and Agribusiness

0

0

0

0

9

9

0805 - Sales and marketing

96

148

162

180

170

756

0807 - Tourism

0

0

0

4

15

19

090311 - Indigenous Studies

0

6

1

24

52

83

090501 - Social Work

24

68

23

79

354

548

090503 - Children's Services

3

35

12

125

322

497

090505 - Youth Work

22

14

15

33

51

135

090507 - Care for the Aged

7

0

6

24

39

76

090509 - Care for the Disabled

0

17

0

6

5

28

090513 - Counselling

21

76

13

59

198

367

090515 - Welfare Studies

7

299

96

17

188

607

1003 - Visual arts and crafts

0

15

0

7

40

62

1007 - Communication and media studies

14

69

23

77

227

410

1101 - Food and hospitality

91

68

50

139

189

537

120103 - Literacy and Numeracy Programmes

46

128

118

265

378

935

120105 - Learning Skills Programmes

0

17

0

3

14

34

7

6

8

21

46

3

0

0

14

17

1619

3395

25

120301 - Social and Interpersonal Skills
4
Programmes
120501 - Career Development Programmes
0
120505 - Work Practices Programmes

307

538

271

660

TOTAL

1024

2999

1044

2679 6858

14604

Source: NCVER TVA Subject Enrolments 2015-2018

The 2019 Australian Government skills package, Delivering Skills for Today and Tomorrow, is designed
to ensure Australians can access the training they need for the jobs of today and prepare for the jobs of
the future. However, the world has changed rapidly in 2020 and the landscape for specific support will
continue to change.
In addition to ABSTUDY - the means-tested payment for students that supports a living allowance,
essential course costs and travel to study - further financial support can be accessed by employers and
apprentices in areas of identified skills shortage. These are listed on the National Skills Needs List (NSNL).
Trades on the list include: Airconditioning and Refrigeration Mechanic, Carpenter, Cook, Diesel Motor
Mechanic, Electrician (General), Electrician (Special class), Metal Fabricator, Metal Machinist (First class),
Motor Mechanics (General), Plumber (General), Roof Plumber, Sheetmetal Trades Worker and
Toolmaker. Importantly, these are also in-demand job roles for the onshore gas industry, as identified in
a table above.
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However, the table below shows the total number of Aboriginal apprentices and trainees for the reporting
period October-December 2019 by the industry of employment. Of the 146 Aboriginal apprentices and
trainees in the Beetaloo corridor regions, 61% were reported in Katherine and 16% in Tennant Creek with
32% employed in the public administration and safety industry, 16% in retail and 14% in both construction
and health care and social assistance. The National Centre for Vocational Research (NCVER) Apprentices
and Trainees database indicates there were three Aboriginal school-based Apprentices and Trainees in
Tennant Creek. One apprentice/ trainee working in construction, one in public administration and safety,
and the other in other services, either repairs and maintenance or personal and other services. In the
same period there were five in Katherine, two in education and training, and one each in construction,
transport, postal and warehousing, administrative and support services, and other services. Only 5% of
apprentices and trainees in the Beetaloo Corridor regions were school based. About 20% of the Aboriginal
apprentices and trainees in the region are engaged in trades on the National Skills Needs List.
Table 8: Aboriginal Apprentices and Trainees in-training in the Beetaloo Corridor regions in the reporting period
October-December 2019 by employer industry

Employer
Industry
(ANZSIC)
Agriculture,
Forestry
and Fishing (A)
Mining (B)
Manufacturing (C)
Electricity, Gas, Water
and Waste Services (D)
Construction (E)
Retail Trade (G)
Accommodation (H)
Transport, Postal and
Warehousing (I)
Information Media and
Telecommunication (J)
Administrative
and
Support Services (N)
Public Administration
and Safety (O)
Education and Training
(P)
Health Care and Social
Assistance (Q)
Other Services (S)
TOTAL

Barkly

Tennant
Creek

Elsey

Gulf

Katherine

TOTAL

0

1

0

0

4

5

0
0

0
0

0
0

2
0

2
1

4
1

0

1

0

0

1

2

2
2
0

9
0
0

1
2
0

0
8
0

9
11
0

21
23

0

0

0

0

3

3

0

0

0

0

1

1

0

1

0

0

2

3

5

7

9

0

26

47

0

0

0

0

9

9

0

3

0

3

15

21

0
9

2
23

0
12

0
13

5
89

7
146

Source: NCVER Apprentice and Trainee Collection
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‘Pipelines’ of work are needed to ensure enough time to complete apprenticeships and/or stay in the
workforce. The problem identified with short-term projects is that Aboriginal people are trained but not
transitioned to other jobs when the project finishes. One stakeholder suggested a supported employment
model that created labour market arrangements for large contracts whereby an apprentice might start
with one contract and finish with another. There is an urgent demand for locally based skilled
tradespeople to reduce the high cost of on-going repairs and maintenance to infrastructure in remote
locations.
The Prelude to the Future Program showcases best practice and demonstrates how industry-led
collaborative training and employment initiatives lead to sustainable employment outcomes.
Case Study – Prelude to the Future Program
The Prelude to the Future Program is a collaborative partnership between Group Training NT (GTNT),
Shell’s Prelude Floating LNG project, the Department of Trade, Business and Innovation (DTBI) and
Charles Darwin University (CDU). Prelude management realised that pathways to real jobs and
addressing skill shortages were priority concerns for people and businesses in the Northern Territory.
Consequently, as part of its social investment program, Shell set up programs that create employment
and training opportunities for Territorians in gas-related industries. These programs offer a sustainable
employment
pathway
while
addressing recognised skills
shortages
in Darwin
(http://territoryq.com.au/issues/twenty-one/index.html#p=41).
The industry-driven contextualised programs are a collaboration between providers, government and
industry. They lead to nationally recognised qualifications targeting industries facing skills shortages
and articulate with an Australian Apprenticeship pathway. The programs include work placement
with local employers, combined with tailored mentoring and monitoring support services and
sustainable employment pathways
(www.territorystories.nt.gov.au/bitstream/10070/263104/20/Northern%20Territory%20News_2016
0803_page19_NTNews_Business_19.PDF).
Program

Program Details

Program Outcomes

Certificate III in Diesel
Fitting 2014-2016

26 weeks of intensive
focussed training
20 weeks off-the-job
training at CDU
6 weeks work
placement with local
employers
18 months extensive
mentoring and
monitoring support

100% 20/20
participants
commenced and
completed Stage 1, 26
weeks of the program

Targeted 20
disadvantaged job
seekers

85% 17/20
participants remained
in employment and
training at the end of
the program
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Program
Achievements
Program Finalists
2015-2016 Chief
Ministers Award and
2016 Training Awards
– Industry
Collaboration
Winner Heavy Diesel
Apprentice of the Year
5 Apprentice Leaders
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Certificate III in
Warehousing and
Logistics
2016-2018
Targeted 20
disadvantaged job
seekers

Certificate III in
Warehousing and
Logistics
2016-2018
Targeted 20
disadvantaged job
seekers

Certificate II in Diesel
Fitting and Certificate
III in Electrical Fitting –
Dual Apprenticeship
2019-2023
Targeted 24
Territorians

Certificate III in
Warehousing and
Logistics
2016-2018
Targeted 20
disadvantaged job
seekers

26 weeks of intensive
focussed training
18 weeks off-the-job
training at CDU
8 weeks work
placement with local
employers
18 months extensive
mentoring and
monitoring support

26 weeks of intensive
focussed training
18 weeks off-the-job
training at CDU
8 weeks work
placement with local
employers
18 months extensive
mentoring and
monitoring support
30 weeks of intensive
focussed training
18 weeks off-the-job
training at CDU
12 weeks work
placement with local
employers
48 months extensive
mentoring and
monitoring support
26 weeks of intensive
focussed training
18 weeks off-the-job
training at CDU
8 weeks work
placement with local
employers
18 months extensive
mentoring and
monitoring support

100% 20/20
participants
commenced and
completed Stage 1, 26
weeks of the program

Program Finalist and
Runner Up 2017 NT
Training Awards –
Industry Collaboration

80% 16/20
participants remained
in employment and
training at the end of
the program

3 participants were
finalists in the Most
Outstanding Shell
Apprentice Award

100% 20/20
participants
commenced and
completed Stage 1, 26
weeks of the program

6 Apprentice Leaders
Finalist and Winner
Women in
Construction NAWIC
NT Chapter 2019
Awards for Excellence

75% 15/20
participants remained
in employment and
training at the end of
the program
100% 24/24
participants
commenced and
completed Stage 1, 26
weeks of the program

8 apprentice leaders

92% 22/24
participants are
continuing in
employment and/or
training
100% 20/20
participants
commenced and
completed Stage 1, 26
weeks of the program

7 Apprentice Leaders

80% 16/20
participants remained
in employment and
training at the end of
the program
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4 participants were
finalists in 2020 GTNT
Group Awards Most
Outstanding Shell
Apprentice Award

Program Finalist and
Runner Up 2017 NT
Training Awards –
Industry Collaboration
3 participants were
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Outstanding Shell
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Recognising the challenges and mitigating the risks are keys to a successful program of this nature. The
first three programs targeted disadvantaged student cohorts. These programs required a dedicated
recruitment strategy, clear performance management plans, intensive mentoring and support services
and contextualised training models. Where there were performance and personal issues, intensive
mentoring and monitoring support services and English language, literature and numeracy support and
tutoring were available. Strong collaboration between all key parties was critical and other support
services were drawn upon as required. Utilising a Group Training Organisation provider with strong
relations with employers and industry meant that additional employers could be secured during an
economic downturn.
Employers and Industry need to be committed to the success of the programs, with representatives
appointed to a program steering committee. Employers facing skills shortages commit to the program.
GTNT then does a workplace health and safety inspection and confirms supervision requirements,
together
with
the
opportunity
to
gain
relevant
on
the
job
experience
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I7E0WEzn46I).
Key strategies for success include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

an environmental scan to determine key skill shortages
programs must be industry driven
contextualised delivery models
strong collaboration between stakeholders
50/50 financial contribution from private industry and government
industry steering committee
Apprentice Leaders Program – apprentices supporting apprentices
intensive mentoring and monitoring support services
Group Training Organisation model (recruitment, management, monitoring support).

Stakeholder consultation for this project reinforced these principles, identifying the growing need for
active involvement by companies, often as part of a larger stakeholder network, in the funding and
facilitation of pre-employment training initiatives. This is contributing to higher levels of success in local
Aboriginal employment.
Many stakeholders spoke of the importance of convening an onshore gas group consisting of all potential
operators in the Beetaloo corridor, to clarify potential forward work plans that can be shared with
Northern Territory communities, employers and training providers to support workforce planning and
development. Suggested representatives included Regional Economic Development Committees,
including the Barkly Regional Deal Governance Table, ICN, Industry Skills Advisory Council (ISAC) NT, NT
Indigenous Business Network (NTIBN), Territory Resource Services Association (TRSA) and the
Department of Trade, Business and Innovation (DTBI).
There is an urgent need to investigate opportunities for common cross-industry workforce development
pathways, for example in:
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•
•
•
•

human services, health and education
retail, tourism and business
agriculture, and conservation and land management
civil, construction, mining, oil and gas and defence.

This would allow stakeholders to collaborate and focus initiatives in areas of current and forecast demand.
Using a cross-industry approach will improve the resilience of regional workforces and facilitate the
transfer of knowledge and skills across sectors to where jobs are in demand. This issue was raised
repeatedly by stakeholders and is prevalent in the literature including the Deering Group (2018) and
Barclay et al. (2014).
Combined with common cross-industry workforce development pathways, training calendars need to be
set well in advance to aggregate training, thus allowing employers to manage workloads to ensure
trainees and apprentices and those who require additional training/upskilling can attend. Employers
need to commit to employee attendance to enable financially viable delivery for training providers in
notoriously thin markets.
To help Aboriginal workers - skilled and unskilled – to prepare for heightened activity in the onshore gas,
mining and construction industries in the Beetaloo Corridor will require the knowledge and skills to work
in these higher risk industries. To meet employers’ expectations, it has been suggested that a base-level
training course provide a low-level qualification developed in consultation with industry as an NT
familiarisation package. This could build on the Safer Together Industry Safety Induction (ISI), a
compulsory industry requirement, and include NT White Card training and other task specific training and
further risk mitigation knowledge and practice. DTBI and ISACNT could be tasked with facilitating industry
groups to identify common cores of cross-industry introductory programs that each would recognise,
possibly as micro-credentials.
There is an urgent need to help Aboriginal job seekers safely store and access (or give others permission
to access) identification documents and their education, training and employment histories (in the same
way as telehealth databases provide secure online storage of individual medical records). This could take
the form of an electronic portfolio, skills passport or similar. It is hard to build individual and community
capacity for employment and business development without access to this background data, further
disadvantaging Aboriginal people’s learning and employment pathways choices. Aboriginal communities
and organisations can better advocate and negotiate opportunities for building capacity with other key
organisations if they have adequate knowledge of the current labour skills and business capacity of their
people. Many stakeholders expressed the need for user-friendly electronic jobs boards/portals to help
employers connect with work-ready employees. However, Aboriginal people need to have ready access
to the information they need - in the right formats - and the necessary digital literacy, to be able to interact
with these. Given the far greater access to mobile phones than computers, consideration should be given
as to how any storage, display and sharing portal would be accessible using mobile phone technology.
Additional strategic training partnerships could connect local training providers in the Northern Territory
with industry training experts to facilitate access to high level training and help maintain trainer industry
currency. Regular knowledge and update forums between local trainers and industry should be supported
as well as ‘return to industry’ opportunities. As local capability increases, there will be a less reliance on
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delivery on interstate providers. This will help make training more accessible to local Aboriginal workers
and less costly for employers.
A current example is CDU’s partnership arrangement with safety training specialists ERGT and the Deering
Group, who work closely together to build the mutual capacity of each organisation. This partnership sits
alongside the Energy and Resources Institute which is home to the Northern Australian Centre for Oil and
Gas (NACOG), the Centre for Renewable Energy and the Advanced Manufacturing Alliance. The
partnership offers as yet untapped potential to be a ‘centre of excellence’ for cross-industry training.
Opportunities to work with the National Energy Technician Training Scheme (NETTS)
(https://programmed.com.au/staffing/training-services/netts/) could be investigated. NETTS is an
innovative collaboration between major oil and gas organisations and Programmed Skilled Workforce. It
is designed to take people without previous skills and experience into the oil and gas industry. The NETTS
apprenticeships are offered over four-years and include training at the Australian Centre for Energy and
Process Training (ACEPT) College, as well as on-the-job training across several host sites. There is potential
for collaborative arrangements that allow apprentices to train in the Northern Territory and include some
time at the ACEPT College in Perth.
Ten years of successful collaboration between oil and gas companies and training providers continues to
produce a job-ready local workforce.
Case Study – Programmed Skilled Workforce – DOCTA program and NETTS
Collaboration between gas companies and training providers in Darwin has produced a crop of gas
operators who, for the first time, can complete all their training locally before graduating to jobs with
the local gas industry.
Previously, gas operator trainees had to travel interstate for three months. However, the first
collaborative LNG-based training course in the Territory provided the critical mass for education
institutions, including Charles Darwin University, to meet their training needs in Darwin.
Training provider Programmed Skilled Workforce provides managed labour, staffing and training
services to three major clients in Darwin: ConocoPhillips Australia (now Santos), Territory Generation
and INPEX.
ConocoPhillips Australia began its operator training program in 2010. The Darwin Operations Centre
Training Academy (DOCTA) program, as it was then called, was unique to the Northern Territory.
In partnership with Programmed Skilled Workforce, ConocoPhillips, the operators of the Darwin LNG
plant at Wickham Point, sought to engage Darwin residents who held transferrable process or trade
skills in another industry. On completing the program, trainees obtain a nationally accredited
Certificate III in Process Plant Operations, creating an operations pathway into the oil and gas industry.
The first six programs trained 36 people. For the seventh intake in 2018, ConocoPhillips joined forces
with industry peer INPEX for the first collaborative LNG industry-based training of its kind in the
Northern Territory.
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Historically, operator trainees covered a mix of practical and site-based training to complete the
traineeship in 12 months. But the 2018 program was redesigned to support diversity within the Darwin
LNG operations workforce and encourage applications from a broader candidate pool. Trainees now
have up to 24 months to complete the program, while competency requirements for successful
completion remain unchanged.
The approach worked. More than 1200 applications were received, a threefold increase on previous
intakes. Applications from women and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders were received in record
numbers. The recruitment process was rigorous, sourcing from a talented pool of people. To be
eligible for selection, applicants needed to be permanent NT residents and have lived and worked in
the Territory for at least five years. Other prerequisites were work experience in a high-pressure
environment, high levels of diagnostic skills, completion of Year 10, the ability to work 12-hour shifts
on a day/night roster pattern and basic computer skills.
Trainees are employed by Programmed and hosted by ConocoPhillips Australia or INPEX during the
program. Six trainees were selected by ConocoPhillips Australia, and five by INPEX. The six Darwin LNG
trainees included four women (one of whom is Aboriginal) and a Larrakia man. The trainees spend the
first part of their training in classroom-based sessions at Charles Darwin University before starting
onsite placements at the Darwin LNG and INPEX Bladin Point LNG plants. Trainees receive ongoing
support and mentoring throughout the program.
Charles Darwin University (https://www.cdu.edu.au/cdu-vet/trades) provided its facilities and worked
with expert training organisations, including ERGT (https://ergt.edu.au/). Its onsite safety training
facility delivered accredited training such as working at heights, confined spaces, gas atmosphere
testing, breathing apparatus, isolation and purging, first aid and CPR, and operating elevated work
platforms. Western Australia’s South Metropolitan TAFE’s Australian Centre for Energy and Process
Training (ACEPT) delivered the remaining units online for the Certificate III in Process Plant Operations
qualification (https://www.southmetrotafe.wa.edu.au/content/acept).
Programmed Skilled Workforce, formerly Energy Apprenticeships Group, is a group training
organisation and registered training organisation. They offer nationally recognised qualifications skill
sets and pre-employment (accredited and non-accredited) training from induction training through to
Certificate IV level qualifications. Nationally recognised qualifications are offered in business,
leadership and management, surface extraction operations and warehousing operations. Nationally
recognised units of competency include First Aid and CPR, fatigue management and manual handling.
Non-accredited training includes mine site familiarisation, mine skill preparation, light vehicles, dump
truck, isolation protocol and practices, local risk management and communication. Partnering with
jobservice providers, pre-employment training includes safety, communication, manual handling and
job readiness skills.
The National Energy Technician Training Scheme (NETTS) is a collaboration between Programmed and
major oil and gas organisations – including Santos, Shell, Woodside, Vermilion, INPEX and BHP
Petroleum –
that aims to build a skilled workforce for the future
(https://programmed.com.au/media/67685/netts-brochure_jan2020.pdf). The scheme has been
designed as an entry pathway into the oil and gas sector and requires no previous experience.
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However, applicants need to show a genuine interest in the industry, a willingness and aptitude to
learn and have completed Year 12 (or year 11 and a pre-apprenticeship). Current NETTS Program
participants are 48% female and 32% Indigenous, with 29% of apprentices born overseas. The first
year provides common foundation training for all trades. In the second year, participants can choose
from instrument/electrical trade training, process operations or mechanical trade training, before
spending their final years on site at a host facility.
“There’s already a NETTS program in Queensland and I hope my legacy can be to bring a NETTS
Program to the Northern Territory,” says long-term training coordinator Carl Davis.

In addition to the direct and indirect employment arising from opportunities in onshore gas, mining and
construction, there is the potential for increased demand for a range of ancillary goods and services driven
by the associated demographic changes in the region of the Beetaloo Corridor. It is impossible to predict
the exact nature of these changes and the workforce required to support them. However, the following
table identifies examples of job roles that may experience growth, the training requirements to grow
capability in these roles, and at what levels this training is offered by training providers in the Northern
Territory.
Although the energy and resources industries, including renewables, may provide future employment
pathways, current investments in other industries may offer far better short-term opportunities to
prepare local people for work. Upgrades to Australian defence sites and their associated on-going
maintenance requirements, an aging population placing increasing demand on the health and human
services sector, emerging agricultural opportunities and the potential to engage with the Aboriginal
Carbon Fund, and significant government investment in tourism and the arts all offer immediate
employment pathways in the Beetaloo Corridor.
This may provide a strong base of transferable skills and employment experience for industries whose
development time frames are currently unknown and unpredictable. Therefore, what could be ancillary
job roles arising from oil and gas industry developments, could in fact lay strong workforce development
foundations for more direct jobs in the sector in the future.
Table 9: Common ancillary industry job roles that could result from oil and gas industry developments in the
Beetaloo, training requirements and level of availability on scope with NT training providers

EXAMPLES OF
JOB ROLES

EXAMPLES OF TRAINING REQUIREMENTS AND NT
TRAINING PROVIDER SCOPE

Retail assistants
Customer service assistants
Cashiers
Butchers
Meat retailing
Bakers
Food processing

Retail Sales/Management (CI 0 CIV)

Meat Processing (Retail Butcher) (CIII)
Meat Retailing (CII)
Food Processing (CI))
Baking (CI-CIV)
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Data entry operators
Client support officers
Computer technicians
Programmers
Multi-media designers
Bookkeepers
Accountants
Municipal Services

Front desk reception
Housekeeper
Barista
Waitstaff
Kitchen hand
Cook/Chef
Visitor services
Tour driver/Guide
Sport facility assistant
Gym instructor
Personal trainer
Hairdresser
Nail technologist
Beauty therapists
Artist
Art gallery assistant
Musicians
Dancers
Digital content developers
Cleaners
Taxi driver
Courier driver
Nursing support worker
Aboriginal health care worker
Allied health assistant
Doctors/Nurses/Dentists
Physiotherapists
Podiatrist
Occupational therapist

Information, Media and Digital Technology (CI-III)
Information
Technology
Networking/Systems
Technology (CIV)

Financial Services/Bookkeeping (CII- CIV)
University Accounting
Local Government (None)
Local Government Operational Works/Health and
Environment/Administration/Land Management (None)
Local Government Skill Sets (None)
Business/Business
Administration/Record
Keeping/Human Resources/Health and Safety (CIDiploma)
Business Governance (CIV)
Hospitality (CI-Diploma)
Kitchen Operations (CII)
Australian Indigenous Culture (CI)
Tourism (CII-Diploma)
Commercial Cookery (CIII)
Tour Guiding (CIII)

Sport & Recreation (CII – IV)
Fitness (CIII-IV)
Hairdressing (CII – Diploma)
Nail Technology (CIII)
Beauty Services/Therapy (CII – Diploma)
Visual Arts (CI-IV)
Music Industry (II-IV)
Creative Industries/Screen and Media (CII-Diploma)
Arts Administration (CIII)
Cleaning Operations (None)
Driving Operations (CIII)
Health Support Services
Aboriginal Health Care
Aboriginal Primary Health Care Practice
Allied Health Assistance
University Medical/Allied Health Degrees
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Care workers
Personal care assistants
Night patrol workers
Community care workers
Residential support workers
Youth support workers
Education support workers
Early childhood educators
Trainers
Teachers

Community Services (CII-IV)
Individual Support (CIII)
Disability (CIV)
Ageing Support (CIV)

Education Support (CIII & CIV)
Early Childhood Education and Care (CIII)
School-Aged Education and Care (CIV)
Training and Assessment (CIV)
University Teaching Degrees
Gardeners
Agrifoods Operations (CI)
Horticultural farmers – fruit and Horticulture (CII & CIII)
Agribusiness (None)
vegetables
Crop farmers
AgriFood Operations (CI)
Cattle farmers
Rural machinery operations
Rural Operations
Agriculture (CII-III)
Agribusiness (None)
Conservation and Land Management Conservation and Land Management (CI-Diploma)
- Ranger Programs
Aboriginal Sites Work (None)
Aboriginal sites worker

Source: Northern Institute

While most of the above occupations are not included on the current National Skills Needs List (NSNL),
Priority Occupations Support through the Australian Apprenticeships Incentives Program is also provided
to employers of Australian Apprentices working towards a Priority Occupation. The eligible Priority
Occupations are Aged Care, Child Care, Disability Care Workers and Enrolled Nurses. Demand for work in
these occupations has been identified as likely to grow in the Beetaloo Corridor. Employers should take
the opportunity to access this program to help grow the local workforce. Regardless of whether
individuals remain in those roles or industries, completing an apprenticeship will provide a range of
vocational and employability skills that are transferable to alternative future training and employment
pathways.

Recommendations: Pathways to employment
•

•

Convene an onshore gas ‘group’ consisting of all potential operators in the Beetaloo corridor.
Representatives from Regional Economic Development Committees, including the Barkly
Regional Deal Governance Table, ICN, Industry Skills Advisory Council (ISAC) NT, NT Indigenous
Business Network (NTIBN), Territory Resource Services Association (TRSA), and Department of
Trade, Business and Innovation (DTBI) need to work together to clarify potential forward work
plans. Work plans need to be shared with Northern Territory communities, employers and
training providers to support workforce planning and development.
‘Pipelines of work’ are needed to ensure people stay in the workforce. Short-term projects enable
training of local Aboriginal people but do not guarantee transition to other jobs.
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•

•
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•
•

Companies need to be actively involved, as part of larger stakeholder networks, in the funding
and facilitation of pre-employment training initiatives to best support local Aboriginal
employment.
Ensure strong monitoring of compliance and accountability processes associated with Aboriginal
participation and development in the implementation of the Territory Benefits Policy.
Engage Traditional Owners and/or their agreed representatives across the Beetaloo Corridor to
deliver local and cultural awareness training to all company employees working in the region.
Provide a permanent presence of company representatives in key centres in the Beetaloo
Corridor who can provide computer and internet access to help Aboriginal people prepare and
lodge applications to assist recruitment and create awareness of training opportunities.
Retention strategies for Aboriginal employees will require significant investment. This investment
must include mentors and mentoring programs, flexible working arrangements, ongoing
communication to improve both-ways cultural understanding, and continual monitoring of the
effect of work on employees, their partners, families and communities.
Workforce planning can be improved only with accurate information about the labour market,
including supply and demand for specific skills. In the Beetaloo Corridor region there are
significant gaps in relation to the size, capability and competency of the available labour force.
Electronic portfolios or skills passports - accessible on mobile phones - would allow Aboriginal job
seekers to safely store, access (and permit others to access) identification documents, and their
education, training and employment histories.
Cross-industry workforce development pathways must be identified and developed. Short term
opportunities need to be investigated to prepare local people for current work. Upgrades to
Australian defence sites and their associated on-going maintenance requirements, an aging
population placing increasing demand on the health and human services sector, emerging
agricultural opportunities and the potential to engage with the Aboriginal Carbon Fund, and
significant government investment in tourism and the arts all offer immediate employment
pathways in the Beetaloo Corridor. Engaging with work opportunities currently available will
provide a strong base of transferable skills and employment experience for industries whose
development time frames are currently unknown and unpredictable.
The Centre for Renewable Energy and the Advanced Manufacturing Alliance offers untapped
potential to be a ‘centre of excellence’ for cross-industry training. Opportunities to work with the
National
Energy
Technician
Training
Scheme
(NETTS)
(https://programmed.com.au/staffing/training-services/netts/) need investigation.
Training calendars should be set well in advance to aggregate training and allow employers to
manage workloads to ensure trainees and apprentices and those who require additional
training/upskilling can attend.
Investigate models of training incorporating shared delivery by training providers and identified
workplace trainers to facilitate access to greater training opportunities.
Many of the skills needed for work in the Beetaloo Corridor regions are either on the National
Skills (trades) Needs List or the Priority Occupations Support List. Employers need to be better
informed about the support available for employing apprentices. Further opportunities to engage
school-based apprentices should be facilitated.

Specific knowledge and skills are required to work in the higher risk industries of oil, gas, mining and
construction. An entry-level training course should be developed in consultation with industry, facilitated
by DTBI and ISACNT, as an NT familiarisation package. This could build on the Safer Together Industry
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Safety Induction (ISI) (a compulsory industry requirement) and include NT White Card training and other
task specific training and further risk mitigation, knowledge and practice. Strategic training partnerships
that connect local training providers in the Northern Territory with acknowledged industry training
experts will facilitate access to high level training and help maintain trainer industry currency. Regular
knowledge and update forums between local trainers and industry should be supported as should ‘return
to industry’ opportunities.
End of Chapter 1
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Overview
Summary of chapter
Large resource projects increasingly aim to contribute towards Aboriginal participation and towards
leaving a more sustainable economic legacy in the remote regions where they operate. Engaging small
local Aboriginal enterprises in project supply chains to provide growth and diversification opportunities
has gradually become acknowledged as significant for remote economies themselves, and part of the
social licence of project operators.
Bringing remote Aboriginal businesses to connect with such projects has historically been challenging due
to real and perceived barriers attributable to their disconnections from mainstream and highly
competitive commercial interactions they face in their daily operations. In particular, they often have
experienced limited communications with large operators and lack familiarity with the procurement
environment that such major projects necessitate. A specialised literature has developed, which
recognises that local Aboriginal small enterprises have much to offer to resource projects and can
themselves directly benefit in ways valuable for the broader regional economy. But it also acknowledges
that they may need dependable assistance to be inspired to participate in the first place. Any regional
SME would need the type of support that can enhance their ability to assess the costs and benefits of
taking up gas-related opportunities and connect with dependable sources of information about the
significant changes they might be required to undertake over relatively short time periods, in order to be
invited to join in such projects and be considered cost-effective. Barriers to small Aboriginal regional
businesses are real but vary across that business cohort, depending on size, industry, experience and
client history, domain of activities, capital accumulated, etc. There is considerable agreement that the
main aspects that both operator and government assistance usually aim to tackle are:
(i)
(ii)

their lack of experience with procurement processes (and undertaking engagement investments
required to participate)
potential competitive disadvantages many remote or regional SMEs face, due to smallness,
deficient technical capabilities and their relative costs of operations.

Contemporary leading practices suggest project operators ought to play a significant role in systematically
addressing engagement issues, mainly through facilitation and direct provision of assistance. It is now
accepted that these operators should aim to enable early engagement strategies; to address processes
that exclude local Aboriginal businesses due to remoteness; to become acquainted with them and be in
a position to ascertain what and where their prospects for participation might be. The literature reports
that major resource project operators and small local Aboriginal businesses increasingly implement
coordination mechanisms allowing them to jointly identify specific opportunities to be targeted. When
their views coincide and agreements occur, they work towards improving procurement assessments and
timelines to redress inherent disadvantages faced by local SMEs and assist them in taking gradual steps
in considering options to become more competitive.
A preliminary analysis undertaken by the Industry Capability Network (ICN) of Aboriginal owned Beetaloo
businesses that broadly match the types of capabilities required for a large onshore gas project shows
that many work scopes required could be broadly considered by NT-based Aboriginal SMEs. This is the
case because many work scopes are highly comparable to those found in NT mining and construction
sector projects. The ICN analysis concludes that there are notionally many opportunities for NT Aboriginal
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SMEs in general, but perhaps less for local Beetaloo businesses. It appears that the main constraints to
participation have to do with the readiness (in capability and compliance terms), adaptability, and,
ultimately, the cost-competitiveness of those local Aboriginal small businesses.
A key aspect of the regional preparation needed to maximise economic benefits from such a project is
the early establishment of a regional framework or roundtable dedicated to enhancing local Aboriginal
business inclusion in supply chains led by both business communities: the major gas operators and the
small local and Aboriginal would-be participants. It is imperative that it places in tandem regions and
project operators in the driving seat. Hence, those who hold the vast majority of key competencies to
undertake such assessment, coordination and communication efforts should drive and improve the
business coaching process, which government planning and services can only second-guess. The latter is
more suited for establishing and funding longer-term training and pathways for communities where
mainstream business operations are scarce and levels of work readiness vary considerably.
Such a roundtable should aim to accelerate initial preparation of capable Aboriginal local businesses for
the early phases of the project (construction, drilling and development phases), as well as anticipate and
actively plan the subsequent production phase. The latter should target more advanced skills and
logistical needs that some regional businesses might be able to fill once the construction boom is over. It
will always be beneficial for regional diversification to envision a healthy mix of forms and domains of
work-based participation, although it is most likely that existing Beetaloo Aboriginal businesses will find
immediate opportunities mainly in early construction-related stages. The steps required to maximising
the contributions of local Aboriginal enterprises to the supply chain of oil, gas and mining projects in the
Beetaloo are described in this chapter.

Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to provide advice to government about how to support and prepare
Beetaloo Aboriginal SMEs and the region in which they operate for upcoming unconventional gas
developments. The objectives are to:
1. facilitate relevant Aboriginal SMEs’ capacity to envision with greater clarity the prospects for their
business sustainability if gas development goes ahead in the Beetaloo. This entails better information
so they can make their own decisions about the worth of getting ready for those possibilities and
identify which steps would most likely provide them with a preparation pathway to partake in the
opportunity.
2. assess and prioritise policies, programs, or investments that governments and regions could provide
to support those local small businesses – or a mechanism to do this. This in turn entails:
a. understanding key challenges around predicting whether the opportunity will occur and its most
likely impact (magnitude, timing, duration, etc.)
b. mapping from experiences elsewhere what is likely to occur across phases
c. documenting what is known of current Aboriginal Beetaloo corridor businesses about their
status, capabilities and fit with selected scopes of work
d. assessing and prioritising which assistance initiatives should be planned, and which stakeholders
should be involved in their design and implementation.
The information sources required to address this wide array of objectives are numerous and differ broadly
in their emphasis, depth and breadth. To enable this chapter to formulate sound and defensible
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recommendations, there is a need firstly to select and overview critical sources of information and advice
(across interviewees, substantial grey literature, academic publications and data sourced directly). Then
it is necessary to critically assess them for their suitability to the Beetaloo region and gauge their
credibility in terms of their demonstrated effectiveness.
The in-depth examination of a wide array of findings and information sources needed to inform the
Beetaloo Aboriginal Economic Development Strategy (AEDS) has required the critical appraisal of various
reports, submissions and datasets undertaken in Appendices 2 and 4 incorporating that initial critical
analysis. The current chapter extracts the main findings from those two extensive appendices. Those
appendices present relevant findings, debate the credibility of the varied claims made around the
Beetaloo project, and summarise and appraise the findings of the ICN report. They also assess practices
advocated or adopted in various parts of the world to improve local content in supply chains of major
projects and provide an overview of the variety of forms of assistance for small local businesses, while
seeking to identify areas of greatest convergence.
Appendix 2 undertakes a critical assessment of the ‘Beetaloo opportunity’ (as assessed by June 2020) to
ascertain its overall likelihood and magnitude, in large part based on perceptions of key stakeholders.
Unavoidably, it attempts to elucidate the reasons behind disagreements over the significance and
magnitude of the opportunity, the reasons for the high levels of uncertainty surrounding it, and eventually
to frame policy recommendations which would help with managing that uncertainty.
Appendix 4 includes the detailed analysis of key elements prescribed in this tender including:
•
•
•
•
•

the current composition and state of affairs surrounding Beetaloo SMEs according to the ICN-NT
(2020b) report
a typical mapping of the phases of unconventional gas and other resources extraction
development, and views about applicability to Beetaloo SMEs
a comprehensive literature review of international practices to support supply chain procurement
practices that maximise the inclusion of local and Aboriginal small businesses
an overview of business needs, investment programs and policies that can contribute to the
objectives of the tender.
The current chapter extracts key findings from these reviewed elements.

Principles and method
The key mandate of this chapter is to provide advice about how to support Aboriginal SMEs and their
workers in the Beetaloo corridor region. This entails, in part, examining a mapping by ICN-NT (2020b) of
the fit between Beetaloo (as well as NT-wide) Aboriginal SMEs’ capabilities against the work scopes
required for the project. That framing establishes a connection between SMEs (based on their ownership
attributes) and whether they are positioned to contribute to large resource extraction project based on
their past experience and capacity. This type of approach to expanding local economies and employing
more locals has become increasingly widespread in the last few decades (see Appendix 4). It is vital to
scrutinise the logic and evidence that connects the presence and growth of ATSI-owned businesses to
overall Aboriginal employment participation on the regional scale, as this informs plans to prepare the
region and provides assistance to business.
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The main assumptions and principles adopted in this chapter, in accordance with the specifications for
the tender, are therefore that:
•

•

•

•

•

Participating in the mainstream economy is an effective strategy for ready and capable remote
Aborigines to achieve greater economic independence (although not the only one), and the
potential Beetaloo opportunity could provide a significant regional stimulus to accelerate that
process.
The participation of local ATSI-owned Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in the supply chains
arising from gas opportunities could provide an exceptional stimulus to enhance those
businesses’ capabilities and their capacity, thereby expanding the opportunities for the local
Aboriginal workforce within the region.
Uncertainty around the nature, the shape and the likelihood that the opportunity will be realised
is the foremost barrier preventing SMEs and the regions where they operate from preparing
properly at this early stage. That ‘uncertainty’ (technical, geological, political, and social) must be
grasped and managed in ways that facilitate local business decision-making (about preparing,
investing and participating or not), yet without generating overstated expectations in the broad
community.
Any assistance offered to Aboriginal SMEs must be sound from a business/commercial viewpoint
(both for the operators and SMEs), designed and offered by competent business advice sources;
and aimed at enhancing informed decision-making and improving the number and range of
options available to SMEs (rather than helping governments achieve notional targets).
While proper evaluations of business assistance programs applicable to the Beetaloo context are
rare, programs, initiatives or practices that have been assessed for their efficacy and costeffectiveness should be preferred.

Given the large number of sources considered in the reviews connected to the topic (detailed in
Appendices 2 and 4) and capable of informing recommendations, it is useful to frame the relevant
dimensions which have influenced the selection of sources from which findings and advice were extracted
for this chapter.
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Fig 1.1: Domains and context of relevance for the literature review

Resources extraction project
context

Small businesses fit and inclusion
with supply
chains

Aboriginal
economic
participation

Very remote context:
Beetaloo corridor

Few sources with useful information or evidence perfectly combine all the ideal settings (at the
intersection of the four circles) to inform the questions examined in this chapter, but it is possible to learn
from neighbouring research looking at closely related past evidence and applying relevant results for the
Beetaloo context.
For instance, there is a well-established literature on mining in remote regions which is very relevant with
useful recommendations about how to support remote small businesses to participate in project supply
chains, and sometimes extends to engagement with Aboriginal communities and their enterprises in
specific types of locations. Each of the domains represented above frames the topic for this chapter and
can be further scaffolded to represent the interacting elements that define the topic.
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Fig 1.2: Resources extraction project context

Fig 1.3: Level of involvement of Aboriginal SMEs
with the project
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major projects
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Oil and Gas

Unconventional gas:
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project itself

Hydraulic
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The earliest literature considered mainly approaches aiming to support SMEs willing to offer services
onsite or assisting local-Aboriginal workers find employment with a mine or a gas plant. Project operators
and academic specialists have since reported moving on to consider various levels of participation
(requiring specific types of assistance and planning) ranging from direct involvement within the core
extraction activity to indirect participation in supply chains and extending towards contracts with
government-led infrastructure development or investments in community services or amenities.
The spatial dimension is clearly relevant to the assessment of the suitability of diverse practices. Such
major projects usually involve an upstream-downstream continuum connecting the locations of
extraction activities parallel to the increasing scarcity of services centres (accessible to faraway users,
distributors and/or exporters. Geography is also very significant for the role it plays in framing
stakeholders’ claims with respect to:
•
•
•

the strength and legitimacy of their rights (moral or political) to participate in and benefit from
the project (how ‘local’ they are)
the extent to which remoteness affects the basic needs of regional communities (infrastructure,
amenities, services)
the types and levels of skills and capabilities encountered in those regions, including ATSI
residents.
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Fig 1.4: Spatial hierarchy around Beetaloo

Australia

Northern
Territory

Fig 1.5: Stakeholder groups with various claims on
the Beetaloo project’s opportunities

Australia: Interstate Aboriginal
Australians, other non-Aboriginal
Australians

Northern Territory: Traditional owners
residing elsewhere, Aboriginal
Territorians, other non-Aboriginal
Territorians

Beetaloo
corridor
Beetaloo corridor: Below + Traditional
owners residing in towns, Aboriginal Big
Rivers and Barkly residents, other nonAboriginal residents

Beetaloo basin
Beetaloo basin: Traditional owners and
basin community residents

The simple spatial ordering above shows that, in the case of the Beetaloo project, the remoteness
dimension and the supply chain sequence broadly align with the Aboriginal economic participation
challenges and with the upstream-downstream view of gas development and production. Remoteness is
concurrently connected with fewer economic opportunities, with smaller SMEs (with lesser exposure to
the mainstream economy) and with lower population density, with fewer opportunities to undertake
training and value education, etc. This is what Figure 1.6 below suggests, as local stakeholders are among
those most in need, and least well prepared for the opportunities.
The diagrams in this section help gauge the relevance of various literature sources encountered and frame
stakeholder types across locations. This extends to the purpose of allocating assistance resources, shaping
the procurement processes and mapping opportunities for participation in and surrounding oil and gas
projects.
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Fig 1.6: Distribution of business capabilities, skills and infrastructure endowments along the notional supply chain
(upstream/remote – downstream/central

Likely spatial allotment of supply chain activities and potential opportunities

Steps for local Aboriginal business inclusion in Beetaloo supply
chains
This section recommends steps to boost the participation and inclusion of Beetaloo Aboriginal businesses
in the opportunities offered by onshore gas exploitation, the details of which are discussed further below.
Key steps
Agree on suitable
governance and leadership
roundtable

Delineate precisely the
business entities to be
prioritised and clarify a
certification mechanism to
be used by all operators
and contractors

Map key opportunities by
phase

What this means
While the establishment of the roundtable might be steered by government, its
composition, mandate, terms, agendas, and reach should be set and agreed to by all major
stakeholders including project operators and contractors. Regional organisations
representing the interests of SMEs should play key roles, while governments should mainly
perform monitoring, compliance, and support roles.
Define plainly the business categories that should be targeted for support and their
attributes, such as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) ownership, location, size,
and the ATSI status of its workforce. Prioritise business tiers and authentication
mechanisms that will allow for genuine verification. Seek advice and experience from
Industry Capability Network (ICN) NT and the NT Indigenous Business Network (NTIBN)
regarding definitions, the formulation a suitable business registry, and its protection and
maintenance. Consider creating a unique registry by building on existing and largely
validated resources.
Map key opportunities by project phase that are likely to be within the reach of small local
Aboriginal businesses by tier, according to size, experience and capabilities. Update as the
magnitude, timing and duration of opportunities become clearer (when location,
magnitude and needs of project operators are established). This should be led by project
operators (and key contractors for each phase); and the information shared equitably with
all local businesses through the roundtable. Identify short and long-term opportunities
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Key steps

Comprehensively audit
business capabilities for
priority SME cohorts

Develop programs to
remove barriers to
participation faced by local
and Aboriginal SMEs
Develop programs to
boost the readiness of
local-Aboriginal SMEs

Develop joint contractor
payment protocols for
local Aboriginal SMEs
across the Beetaloo

Use preferential
contracting practices for
top-tier local Aboriginal
SMEs for designated
contracts
Ensure major (tier 1)
contractors become key
supporters of the
objectives of the
roundtable
Prepare all regional
business to plan for boombust cycles with
diversification strategies
that ensure sustainability
Build in evaluation and
monitoring of
implementation
Agree on suitable
roundtable governance
and leadership

What this means
across construction and production phases, off-site supply chain opportunities and
infrastructure.
Set up a shared methodology to assess business capabilities; and audit capabilities,
readiness, compliance with industry standards (specific to each type of work scope or
package), for each phase and with an initial focus on the priority tier of businesses.
Categorise or segment businesses in terms of levels of readiness, likely access to support
(such as supplier development programs), joint ventures with other businesses, or
potential to diversify their activities to target future needs or demands.
Based on the above mapping and audits, identify gaps in capabilities of both local
businesses and contractors and provide business support programs. For example, crosscultural capabilities, literacy and numeracy, targeted compliance assessments, contract
documentation, adequate timelines for tenders, tender preparation workshops and
supportive feedback after unsuccessful bids.
Offer business development programs that help local enterprises prequalify for specific
work scopes and target opportunities. Options range from hands-on mentoring and
coaching assistance, business incubation, Aboriginal procurement champions and
education on forms of certification that operators and contractors can rely on. Provide
support and help broker joint ventures, such as advice on the choice of partners, terms of
partnerships, implications for assets and joint commercial activities. Discuss openly the
advantages and disadvantages of assistance provided by private and public sectors in each
context.
It is widely accepted that bundled and extended payment terms disadvantage small
operators with limited cash flow, especially when they are trying to be competitive with
initial bids. Those businesses are vulnerable to payment delays arising from disputes or
delays higher up the supply chain (in which they might not be involved). All operators and
main contractors active in the Beetaloo should become signatories to the Business Council
of Australia’s Voluntary Supplier Payment Code and offer favourable payment terms to
local Aboriginal businesses, as is becoming best practice.
Develop a regional approach to preferential contracting which focuses on domains agreed
jointly by operators, contractors and local Aboriginal SMEs. Consider and recommend
practices (at the regional roundtable level) such as unbundling, set-asides, purchase
orders, in-contract targets, and weighted tender criteria appropriate to specific packages.
When using weighted tender criteria, provide clear and transparent early information
around process. Always offer feedback to applicants after selection of winning bids.
Consider a mechanism to ensure the involvement of major (tier 1) contractors in the
roundtable. At a minimum, they should commit to engage with the local content activities
mentioned above and to share resources and information on certification, prequalification, capability assessments while ensuring confidentiality. The development of
local-Aboriginal businesses’ inclusion plans should be mandated by the roundtable, as well
as transparent monitoring of compliance.
Help prepare regional businesses build sustainability into their planning, through
diversification, not over-extending and investing in equipment and assets that can be used
in other industries or regions. This will be aided by regional strategic planning to help
businesses plan for the future.
Build an evidence base around lessons learned from success and failure to help local SMEs
build their capacity and chances of success.
While the establishment of the roundtable might be initially driven by government, its
composition, mandate, terms, agendas and reach should be set cooperatively by local
businesses and major contractors, with government performing a monitoring, compliance
and support role.
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Key steps
Prioritise what
government support is
needed

What this means
Rather than deploy wide-ranging and generic forms of business assistance in the region,
the roundtable should identify specific needs that fall with government’s remit
(additionally to their direct involvement), prioritise them, provide a business case and
make representations with relevant government agencies for relevant support. This
encompasses business support programs, policy changes, land access, taxation incentives,
an investment prospectus, Aboriginal governance or mainstream business support, advice
on joint venturing and common use infrastructure (e.g. a logistics hub).

Review of literature findings and recommendations
The summary of the review below proceeds according to steps that match the tender’s prescribed
structure and underlying logic. Some intermediate topics are added when conjectures or assumptions
around that logic need to be questioned with respect to the applicability to the Beetaloo. The main
sources for each section are identified. They generally belong to the Australian, Canadian, American and
other international experiences explicitly investigating the inclusion of host regional economies within
resources-based projects. Many include policies and practices that aim to increase Aboriginal and local
content in supply chains.

Assessing the Beetaloo opportunity and examining the sources of
uncertainty
Sources
Appendix 2 examines how the assessment of the ‘Beetaloo opportunity’ has been conceived in various
reports, and the causes for the underlying uncertainty surrounding it. The responsibility of advising
Aboriginal SMEs about whether and how they should prepare for this opportunity, allocate resources,
make investments, or undertake possibly significant alterations to their businesses requires some
confidence regarding the likelihood and profile of the opportunity. As the current consultancy has not
had direct contacts with project proponents or operators, an in-depth examination of available but
divergent views around whether a worthwhile opportunity exists was needed (undertaken in Appendix
2). Otherwise the consequences of premature advice for existing Aboriginal Beetaloo SMEs to act hastily
or to over-prepare could be disastrous for their viability. That appendix examines:
•
•
•
•

the reasons for diverging perceptions or viewpoints about its likelihood
the factors that contribute to the NT’s desirability as a host region for unconventional gas
development (relative to competing basins and regions)
the particular challenges encountered when attempting to convey to local-remote Aboriginal
businesses those opportunities and risks
some approaches utilised in other regions or jurisdictions to prepare for and anticipate oil and
gas-driven economic stimulus that remain essentially uncertain.

The main sources that informed the above (in Appendix 2) include:
•
•

main consultancies realised by the Industry Capability Network (or using their data) that had to
model and ascertain the potential of the development
key submissions to the NT Fracking Inquiry, in particular those originating from major operatorproponents (Imperial, Origin, Pangaea, Santos), as well as economic and social impact
assessments reports that envisioned possible regional business impacts
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•
•
•

oil and gas industry presentations in various forums, regional development meetings within the
Beetaloo region, in Darwin and in other States
other Australian States’ analysis and roadmaps for their own unconventional gas sector ambitions
(in particular South Australia)
Australia’s domestic gas strategy (2015).

General insights
The following stylised findings are extracted from the detailed assessment of the nature of uncertainty
surrounding the opportunity in Appendix 2. The overview encountered the following limitations:
Key information required is not yet available
•

Key information required to provide advice to Aboriginal small businesses contemplating their
future sustainability in the Beetaloo corridor region relate to the magnitude, the timing, and the
duration of the ‘opportunity’ –which were repeatedly raised by regional interviewees. A review
of multiple dedicated reports, submissions to the inquiry and industry presentations to
governments, regions and SMEs shows that basic questions around those critical dimensions
remain largely unanswered, pending more technical data from operators around feasibility and
cost. The latter depend largely on those operators’ ability to conduct further exploration as well
as key strategic decisions from government agencies regarding regulation and infrastructure.

Highly divergent perceptions expressed by experts about the future of the project
•

There is a divergence in viewpoints and speculation about the feasibility of the ‘project’
emanating from available economic consultancies, acknowledging the fact that each develops a
variety of scenarios (with high or low development possibilities; or different optimal development
intensities). Many stakeholders repeatedly present Beetaloo gas exploitation as constituting a
unique and game-changing opportunity with the potential to transform the NT economy. Others
are sceptical about the government’s commitment and even doubt that any preparation in the
near future would be worthwhile (as at June 2020), either because they believe the development
unlikely or because they are convinced operators increasingly favour other more dedicated
jurisdictions. Some interviewees stated they believed that the NT is insufficiently committed to
take advantage of the opportunity, has imposed already too many delays and that they would
prepare for a gas future only if they faced “full certainty”.

Generalised uncertainty felt by stakeholders around the ‘opportunity’ must be tackled
•

From interviews conducted for this consultancy, there appears to be a generalised climate of
uncertainty that affects both local small businesses and regional authorities around the nature,
shape and magnitude of ‘the opportunity’, irrespective of the negative or positive predispositions
of specific individuals towards the industry. If any pattern can be identified from the interviews,
it is that many Barkly-based stakeholders believe the unconventional gas ‘landscape’ (in terms of
the likely facilities, infrastructure and services) has moved towards Katherine and the north, even
though Elliott constitutes a key location in the current mapping of possibilities and governments
keep on emphasizing the Barkly. In contrast, Big Rivers regional stakeholders are cautious about
the tensions gas could generate around current agendas surrounding agribusiness and defence
developments. They have some interest in the logistical and infrastructure development
possibilities that Beetaloo gas exploitation would bring to the region, but remain sceptical, and
somewhat impacted by anti-fracking impacts on their constituencies.
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•

That ‘uncertainty’, real or perceived, around the opportunity arises from, and affects different
stakeholders differently for a variety of reasons:
o The fact that key appraisals of feasibility around the underlying resource base and ease of
extraction have not yet been conducted or completed. Some operator/proponents have
highlighted in their inquiry submissions the excessive delays, tight prescriptions around the
exploration phase and the remaining political hesitations that are costing the NT in terms of
deferred production and are starting to undermine its initial competitive advantage relative to
other jurisdictions.
o Consultants and bureaucrats state that operators as business entities remain cautious in
providing definitive timelines and have been reluctant to help consultants and research
organisations with their economic projections.
o The key role of ‘market development and growth’ in determining operation viability across
scenarios is problematic. Projections ultimately depend on fluctuations in gas prices, which
shape the speed and intensity of gas exploration and production scenarios in general. Modelling
is alleged to be affected by domestic and international energy politics which leads to a huge
span between optimistic and pessimistic scenarios about demand for gas. Furthermore, recent
predictions have required recasting in the context of the global pandemic and volatile global
trade wars.
o The alleged limited capacity of the NT as a jurisdiction to rapidly and effectively deploy essential
infrastructure and logistics support for the development has been highlighted by some
operators’ inquiry submissions. This informs judgments made by operators and contractors
around the relative attractiveness of the NT business and institutional environments and affects
their own commitment. Predictions of high initial production costs and possibly a restricted
ability to push cost reductions during the project’s life ensue. The ability of the sector and its
main participants to learn rapidly and bring production costs down is recognised as one of the
key drivers of recent industry expansion in the US (see US examples in Appendices 2 and 4).
Some stakeholders have suggested that remoteness, long distances, limited regional economic
diversification and relatively small and unprepared local workforces add to the NT’s
disadvantages (Appendix 2 includes a discussion of industry perceptions of the NT’s reputation
as a host community for doing business compared against other jurisdictions).
o Some regional stakeholders have reported apparent ignorance by some SMEs regarding the
nature and potential of the opportunity. One stated that local businesses would be unlikely to
react until ‘full certainty’ about the projects could be observed. It is useful to note that similar
observations were reported by ISAC-NT (Abunyewah & Bangar, 2019) around the ‘Five mines’
project in Central Australia, also discussed in Appendix 2. This can be partially attributed to
naivety or wariness of the industry and the nature of such large projects (which can never be
‘certain’ and always fluctuate). It might also reflect the lack of experience of many regional SMEs
in terms of interacting with real markets, as their main traditional clients often are government
agencies, close-by communities or their local corporations which operate idiosyncratically.
Queensland’s recent coal-seam gas boom-bust experience in (discussed in Appendix 4) has
shown that even relatively diversified regional economies were taken by surprise by the abrupt
start and stop cycles of activities associated with that sector, and warned about the small
windows of opportunity offered to regional businesses to react early and get on board;
o Various circumstantial factors such as the COVID-19 pandemic, NT elections and the challenging
budgetary context of the NT have added to the speculations around the viability of onshore gas
developments and the resolve of key players to pursue it.
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Areas of agreement in the portrayal of the opportunity for local business inclusion
•

•

•

•

While the viability of gas exploitation has not yet been established, there is broad agreement
around what to expect from unconventional gas development patterns if it is to occur. There are
many categorisations of phases of development, but two key phases for engagement with
regional Aboriginal SMEs matter most and differ in timing and access; and are usually referred to
as the development and the production phases. They are significantly different in terms of their
overall intensity, their duration, their skills profile, their workforce requirements, their location
options and choices, and their various possible social and economic impacts on the Beetaloo
corridor itself.
The ‘development’ period is an intense but relatively short window of activity when considering
the extraction site scale and for the region of interest itself. During that phase demands for inputs
and workers will most likely exceed any local capacity, Aboriginal or not. Given that many
potential project operators will rely on multiple first-tier contractors to deploy required activities
and considering that extraction will occur in a number of sites involving mobile workers’ teams,
it is difficult to establish the duration of the entire development phase. Overseas experts have
referred commonly to a notional estimate of 10-25 years (sometimes 10-70 years in the US).
In contrast, ‘production’ is less intense and constitutes a ‘long-term journey’ which must be
planned for, and which requires new skills for the region and for the NT, and possibly lasting for
twice that time. The learning curve in each phase (well-documented in the US and Canadian
experiences) means that ‘learning’ is expected and essential if the activity is to be sustained in
any given region. All businesses contribute to overall cost reductions; and participating SMEs
must expect to come under pressure to be more productive, to scale up and perhaps even to
innovate.
There is a need for a coordination mechanism specific to the Beetaloo gas opportunities to be
designed to play a number of roles linked to information-sharing, to ensuring transparent
communications with regional stakeholders, and for setting priorities and strategies aiming to
maximise local content in the supply chains of the project. This entails:
o sharing, testing and revising assumptions and knowledge around the Beetaloo unconventional
gas development trajectory requiring the direct involvement of operators, regional authorities
and infrastructure developers
o assessing and managing the expected reluctance of regional SMEs to embark, invest and commit
to a new sector for their region by supporting informed decision-making and technical support
o planning for the post-project future of regional Aboriginal SMEs, how (and when) they might
have to transition to other sectors, where they will find new clients and whether they should
adjust their skills base.

Overview of the Industry Capability Network findings related to
the Beetaloo corridor Aboriginal business capabilities applicable to oil
and gas developments
Sources
The Northern Territory Industry Capability Network (ICN-NT) was mandated to examine the question of
Aboriginal business capabilities that might be utilised by oil and gas operators and their main contractors
in a report provided to the consulting team (ICN-NT, 2020b). It builds on ICN’s prior experience and its
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comprehensive database to ascertain which work packages relevant to the construction, mining and
onshore gas industries are likely to be required for the potential Beetaloo unconventional gas
developments, and where skills and capability gaps may exist that would constitute opportunities for
existing or new Aboriginal SMEs. The key ICN-NT report (2020b) highlighted here builds on previous
exercises framed for different sectors, business definitions and regional boundaries. These used the same
underlying logic but for different purposes and have become recognised as reliable tools to assess
regional capacity (ICN-NT, 2019a; 2019b; 2020a; Abunyewah & Bangar, 2019).

Method
The ICN report provides a snapshot of Aboriginal-owned business capabilities and capacity to provide
goods or services to the construction, mining and onshore gas industries (conceptually combined) at both
a Territory level and specifically at a Beetaloo Corridor level as at 31 March 2020. These capabilities are
framed around 11 trade categories of work which have been further refined into 157 scopes of work. The
company data contained in the report has been sourced from ICN’s database and met the following
inclusion criteria:
•
•
•

•

company data updated on or before 31 March 2020
must be an Aboriginal-owned business (or a non-Aboriginal-owned business that employ more
than 50% Aboriginal employees, notionally from the NT)
Northern Territory locations include mainly, but are not limited to, Darwin, Katherine, East
Arnhem, Barkly, and the Central regional centres; while data pertaining specifically to the
Beetaloo Corridor is defined as covering Katherine, Elliot and Tennant Creek
the choice of company data included in this report was at the discretion of ICN in the Northern
Territory.

General insights
Below are the top findings extracted directly from ICN (2020b) executive summary:
•

•

•

•

ICN used its powerful database to reveal a comprehensive understanding of both the NT’s
Aboriginal-owned business (and a small number of non-Aboriginal owned business that employ
more than 50% Aboriginal employees), capabilities and capacity at a Territory level and
specifically at a Beetaloo Corridor level (covering Katherine, Elliot and Tennant Creek) against 157
likely scopes of work required to service and supply the onshore oil and gas sectors.
In summary, a total of 225 unique NT Aboriginal businesses were identified in the study and had
their capabilities matched against the identified scopes of work on 885 occasions. The study also
identified that 48 of these businesses in the Beetaloo Corridor whose capabilities were matched
to the likely scopes of work on 174 occasions.
Considering the remoteness of proposed onshore gas and mining projects, the professional
services category appeared to have the best capacity with 97 businesses mapped in this category,
matching the scopes of work on a total of 127 occasions. The construction trade category held
the second-highest capacity, with 83 businesses matching the scopes of work 286 occasions.
On that basis, the exploration phase of projects would immediately offer the highest level of
contracts and opportunities for Aboriginal-owned businesses in the civil, construction,
fabrication, vehicles and machinery, and professional services sectors. The findings support the
opportunity for future growth and development of Aboriginal-owned business throughout the
regional and remote areas of the Northern Territory. It is important to note that Aboriginal-
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owned businesses included in the study are not currently working on gas-related contracts but
have experience in either mining or construction and do have capabilities aligned with some
future requirements of the emerging sector.
Other findings are extracted from the main report:
•
•

•

•
•

•

•

•

Category ‘low points’ have been identified that could result in enabling Aboriginal-owned
businesses to expand into or acquire new skills to meet these requirements.
Aboriginal owned businesses could meet gaps in the market if developed early enough.
Opportunities may comprise establishing quarries with high-grade ceramic and sand proppant,
water waste treatment and waste disposal techniques, remote telecommunications and satellite
services, technical geological labs and increased medical services.
Further development of the logistics support and service industry by locating transportation hubs
in Katherine, Tennant Creek or Alice Springs could enhance Aboriginal-owned business
opportunities.
The study concludes that Aboriginal-owned business has the capacity to meet the majority of the
scopes associated with the three sectors. 3
ICN has identified 157 likely packages of work that may be required to develop and support the
industry across the construction, mining and onshore gas sectors. It has matched these against
the supporting trades, services and supply capabilities of Aboriginal-owned businesses
throughout the Northern Territory with a focus on the Beetaloo Corridor (covering Katherine,
Elliot and Tennant Creek).
While oil and gas companies, principal contractors and drill rig operators are required to operate
in strict accordance with regulatory frameworks and environmental regulations, third-party subcontractors undertaking works not directly related to the specialised drilling or fracturing
components, are not required to adhere to such strict regulations. To ensure safety, licensing and
required regulations are adhered to, petroleum operators who engage subcontractors and third
parties to work on their site, set their own safety standards or prequalification requirements.
These pre-qualifications minimise risk and can stipulate requirements for environmental
standards, quality management systems and other third-party accreditations, certifications or
insurances to ensure safety risks are as low as reasonably practical.
The emerging onshore gas industry is still young in the NT, so regulations and policies continue
to evolve. If Aboriginal-owned businesses are considering third-party contracts or opportunities,
they would require their own contractor’s licence and insurances (either on a single job basis or
as an on-going provision of labour and services basis).
In step with other capital-intensive sectors, petroleum operators in the onshore gas sector may
prefer to engage with Aboriginal-owned businesses that carry a low-risk profile and have
experience on similar projects.

Although those findings are credible, Appendix 4 includes a critical discussion of the practical limitations
that should accompany the interpretation of those findings given data and research scope limitations.
This includes some reservations communicated in the ICN-NT report itself, as well as fundamental
shortcomings due to the absence of quantitative information around the project’s likely size and duration.
Limited information regarding the actual capacity and capabilities of Aboriginal-owned SMEs themselves

This statement on its own is unclear. It appears to refer to Aboriginal-owned businesses in the entire NT rather
than to the businesses located in the Beetaloo region.
3
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is also needed to ascertain whether they represent genuine contenders for oil and gas contracts in the
region. In the end, this can only be assessed by operators or first-tier contractors themselves (although
ICN might have indicative data).
To be sure, ascertaining the readiness and likelihood of local SMEs to participate in oil and gas supply
chains would require further critical and verifiable information about:
•
•

•

Beetaloo Aboriginal SMEs’ current capacity (in staff and equipment terms) against current
commitments, or as an indication of their capacity to grow
Beetaloo Aboriginal SMEs’ readiness to operate on an oil and gas project and meet compliance
requirements (with high-level technical, environmental and business quality standards) and
exhibit reliable requirements and practices expected from that sector
the amounts/volume and scale of ‘work’ required of each work scope by operators (or their future
contractors), or in total. It is not possible otherwise to ascertain which proportion of each scope
local Aboriginal SMEs could fill.

In its submission to the inquiry, a major operator, Origin, in Scientific inquiry into hydraulic fracturing in
the Northern Territory, (2017; Schubert, 2018) states that the key barriers to the economic engagement
with regional businesses are “capacity, cost and capability”. These are domains that can only be
adequately assessed within the workings of business decisions made by operators and contractors and
remain in that sense subjective and time sensitive. The statement by ICN-NT (2020b) that “Aboriginalowned business has the capacity to meet the majority of the scopes associated with the three sectors” is
therefore encouraging but remains essentially notional and qualitative. Only operators directly involved
in the project can ascertain whether these SMEs truly have the capacity to become cost-competitive.
It must also be noted that the ICN analysis considers both the Beetaloo corridor and the NT scales. Yet
the concluding statement itself appears to be informed mainly by the entire NT population of Aboriginal
SMEs, while the scope for this consultancy focuses on the Beetaloo corridor. Furthermore, the assessment
of capability must by necessity be based on past history (in terms of past contracts and competencies),
which is a limited indicator of their longer-term capacity to switch to new types of client, to grow in scale
or scope, and to reduce costs. Ultimately only operators involved in the project can undertake those types
of assessments with sufficient confidence. These limitations inform our recommendations about the best
ways to connect operators’ indispensable industry knowledge, their understanding of contractors’
expectations, and their preliminary role in assessing regional SMEs. This will in turn play a central guiding
role in the formulation of support and assistance measures for those local regional businesses.
Appendix 4 examines in some detail other relevant questions, in particular the implicit assumption made
in this project scope that Aboriginal-owned businesses are necessarily best placed to employ local
Aborigines and to increase Aboriginal mainstream economic participation in the region. That excessively
vague notion has been embraced nationally to support a number of government procurement policies,
that require further examination as well as additional evidence. The key observations extracted from the
Appendix 4 discussion to back this report are that:
•

Non-Aboriginal owned businesses located in the Beetaloo region should be carefully considered,
as they might contribute considerably by employing Aboriginal locals or using inputs or services
from Aboriginal-owned local enterprises. This is recognised by ICN (2020b) as they incorporate
some enterprises employing more than 50% Aboriginal workers. Most importantly the data
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•

regarding ATSI status of employees is likely to be sensitive and difficult to validate, yet questions
should be further scrutinised.
It is important to consider whether the ATSI status of SME owners (especially at the regional scale)
is truly the main determinant of their ability to grow their business capacity in the future, hence
employing more Aboriginal workers in doing so, and to sustain, expand and diversify their
workforce in ways that provide long-term benefits to those Aboriginal employees and to the
region. This is a complex question suggesting the need to be cautious before allocating selective
assistance in relevant regions, as the causal links between policy instruments and outcomes may
require further evaluation.

In summary, the ICN findings are encouraging (in a qualitative sense) but this might be due to the fact
that they were focused on the NT-wide Aboriginal businesses group, not the smaller Beetaloo segment,
the capacity and fit (to the gas sector) require further examination. To produce the knowledge required
to ascertain how likely local-Aboriginal SMEs are expected to be ready, capable, cost-competitive and
interested to engage with the oil and gas opportunity, key operators must be directly involved in that
assessment and in the supply chain design process.

The phases of onshore gas development and connected business
opportunities and needs
Sources
Over the years, a large number of reports and academic publications have described the typical phases
of resources projects, their implications for community impacts and for labour market demand. More
recently these reports have documented typical patterns of opportunities for local business participation
in supply chains. These have informed strategies for regions excluded from major projects’ advantages,
particularly low-income countries and remote Aboriginal-dominated lands. Several such documents are
reviewed in Appendix 4.

General insights
There is a fair amount of convergence in the literature on the ‘shape’ of onshore gas developments, which
emulate archetypal patterns of resources extractions or mining developments. The ICN overview for
instance uses the relatively standard sequence:
a) Exploration and appraisal
b) Drilling program
c) Completion
d) Production/processing
e) Decommissioning.
The following findings (ICN-NT, 2020b) correspond to that conventional sequence:
•

•

The exploration phase would immediately offer the highest level of contracts and opportunities
for businesses undertaking civil, construction, fabrication, vehicles and machinery, and
professional services.
Once in the appraisal/drilling phase, the majority of the work then becomes highly specialised.
During the drilling phase, the majority of the identified opportunities for local business lies
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outside the actual drilling and hydraulic fracturing processes such as transportation of water,
removal of waste, camp management and supply services.
Appendix 4 describes specific opportunities highlighted in the ICN report. While the scopes of work
corresponding to various phases can be distinguished, it is not clear how they overlap in time (as
production will commence in specific locations while drilling will continue and travel to new places). It
would also be useful as information accumulates about project timelines and local SME capabilities, to
model work packages available to SMEs for those specific functions they are well positioned to
competitively fulfil (packages and work scopes) and attempt quantitative predictions. But again, this
requires operators and main contractors to be directly involved to make those judgments. Many
alternative phase models found in the literature are considered in Appendix 4 which present comparable
differentiation between the development (exploration-drilling-setting up stages) and the production
phase. While the dichotomy between development/construction and production phases is widely
accepted and the implications for project intensity and types of work scopes is understood, the potential
for regional or remote Aboriginal SMEs to prepare for each is less well documented.
The ICN report found that there are two basic sets of opportunities generating potential demand for
regional SME services:
•
•

demand for low-skill services during the construction/drilling phase (around the project)
more technical requirements associated with production.

While some businesses hold capabilities for more than one scope (as reported by ICN), it is rarely the case
that involvement in construction or development leads to work in production according to the
international literature (see extended overview in Appendix 4).
The US experience and research around the Marcellus shale confirms:
•

•

CONSTRUCTION/DRILLING: The phase during which the wells are drilled, and the associated
pipeline infrastructure is put into place is an extremely labour-intensive and focused process. An
exceedingly large proportion of jobs occur in the pre-drilling and drilling phases of bringing a well
into production. While some specialised skills (and equipment) are required, and high safety
compliance applicable to the drilling site itself, there might also be complementary low skills
needed (often in associated infrastructure). Once this general activity has occurred (for a specific
location or a single site), this segment of the workforce is no longer needed on that site, or in the
region eventually. Across oil and natural gas industries, this drilling phase period is often referred
to as “the boom” as vast workforces are often suddenly required to perform tasks associated with
natural gas development, and these conclude relatively abruptly. The drilling phase can last for
10 to 70 years (30 years is the common estimate for the Beetaloo), moves across locations and
involves multiple operators and contractors. It generally necessitates short-term ancillary
services, which constitute opportunities such as motels/hotels, recreational vehicles, workers
camps, monthly apartment/house leases. Patterns of drilling, systematic or opportunistic, slow
or fast depend entirely on market projections, well-productivity and competing projects.
PRODUCTION: In contrast to drilling phase jobs, jobs associated with the production phase are
well-defined around the management of an operating well in a fixed geographic area, lasting
across the lifetime of a producing well. Even if drilling were to cease completely, the production
phase jobs necessary to manage and maintain existing wells would be required for decades. These
functions tend to be integrated with some downstream logistical and transportation activities,
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and possibly transformation steps along the way. Careers associated with the production phase
are often referred to as long-term or even permanent. Occupations during the production phase
tend to be less labour-intensive, with fewer hazards involved, and more specialisation than
development phase occupations, and excellent salary and benefits. Jobs associated with
production activities almost always increase local residency and often draw on local workforces
(in sufficiently diversified economies and desirable residential locations). If living amenities are
not judged attractive (to retain an adequate workforce at a competitive price), a proportion of
the most downstream activities could be located outside the immediate region (for instance
outside the Beetaloo corridor), with the help of automated technologies.
The experience encountered overseas is instructive. In the early days of such long-lasting projects (with
pronounced boom and bust cycles), large proportions of the workforce originated from outside, but
newcomers were progressively replaced, either because those who had migrated remained to become
“locals” or because more regional applicants obtained the jobs as time went by. But it must be reiterated
that even in the most peripheral parts of Pennsylvania or Texas where many of the cases took place, the
level and type of isolation surrounding workers, camps and businesses supplying services to major
operators cannot be compared to the type and level of remoteness found in many Beetaloo localities.
Preparation for that type of project therefore needs to:
•

•

•

Prepare local economies and SMEs for the booms and busts themselves, and ensure that
capabilities, amenities and the wealth generated is strategically reinvested in services and
alternative employment within the region to prepare for the quieter times.
Put in place planning policies, with operators and contractors, that aim explicitly at replacing
visiting workforce with locals as the opportunities from the project become evident. It should be
a common and explicit objective for all parties to aim for employment benefits to be increasingly
experienced locally as regional businesses and industries mature and learn. Too often, there is
local enthusiasm for working with, or around, a new major project in its early phase, and then
discontent over the increasing pressure to learn and become innovative (or other aspects of the
project not related to work itself) and an increasing disconnection with the local economy. The
objective of moving towards a regional workforce containing fewer transient workers and more
permanent local-Aboriginal (and other local residents in general) must be deliberately planned
for, endorsed and systematically monitored.
Increasing the participation of Aboriginal businesses (in the project’s supply chain) through
special business procurement policies or through promotion of joint ventures has increasingly
been considered leading practice to achieve those local workforce objectives, but there is no
consensus around the role of governments in intervening or shaping those considerations. The
literature overviewed in Appendix 4 states that leading major operators have long-standing
policies and extensive programs to maximise these supply chain inclusion opportunities and are
effective if allowed to shape and guide such processes. Key aspects of leading practices for supply
chain participation include nominated contracts, preference policies and promotion of joint
ventures with more experienced firms, participatory roles on the part of corporations (e.g.
business support services), close working relationships with all regional stakeholders, and
effective communication of supply chain opportunities. These aspects are discussed in greater
detail later in this chapter.

Combining many of the suggested typologies of employment opportunities found in the literature (based
on resources projects in North America and Australia) allows to construct a generic mapping taking into
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account project phases. Ignoring differences between cases and regions in terms of supply chain depth
(market-dependent stages) and regional scopes (determined in particular by infrastructure stocks and
regional diversification), the mapping suggests that jobs generated and supported by oil and gas can
extend far beyond the extraction and production sites (which was also suggested by ICN-NT). This means
economic opportunities around the construction of physical and economic infrastructure, and the
provision of regional services and local amenities will provide significant work opportunities. This is likely
to be particularly attractive to businesses or individuals looking for more accessible work locations (given
the strict compliance and capabilities requirements for work near extraction sites), or locals preferring
not to be involved in direct project work.

Overview
For the sake of providing an integrated view of potential market opportunities across phases, and to
visualising the evolving business needs that arise through the project cycles, Table 1.1 below combines
some of the insights collected and reported in Appendix 4. It connects the standard phases articulated by
most experts with regional development/sectoral dimensions to show the variety of opportunities likely
to occur within and close to supply chains, as well as those detached from, but induced by, the potential
oil and gas activity. The resulting map provides therefore a broader perspective on the possibilities
available to regional SMEs that would conceivably be triggered by a major oil and gas development.
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Table 1.1: Opportunities for Beetaloo Aboriginal SMEs across phases and economic

STANDARD
PHASES

IN-PROJECT
SKILLS and WORKERS
PERSPECTIVE

Exploration/
Appraisal

Drilling Program

CONSTRUCTION /
DRILLING PHASE (lower
level skills in general)

Completion

Production/
Processing;

Decommissioning

PRODUCTION PHASE
(higher level skills in
general)

Post-production (mixed)

IN-PROJECT
ACTIVITY PERSPECTIVE

HIGHLY LABOUR INTENSIVE (Boom):
Very large workforce (and SMEs) needed as
project expands and new wells are exploited
- almost certainly more than can be found
locally
Duration - relatively short per well; but
significant overall for the region; depends on
reserves, and intensity level selected by
operators (and regulations)

ABORIGINAL SME READINESS
PERSPECTIVE

Starts with large proportions of
businesses and workers from
outside the region, but can
improve significantly as project
matures, and local businesses
learn, adapt, diversify

INDIRECT OPPORTUNITIES
(outside but necessary)

INDUCED ACTIVITIES
(outside and
discretionary)

Few

None

SUPPLY CHAIN activities related
directly to the construction are
numerous; and some need to be
close by (on cost grounds) – vary
considerably across regions; Tier 1
contractors have much discretion
on choices

Boost to regional nonresources activities
resulting from the
workers, traffic, new
amenities’ needs;
regional living needs

TECHNOLOGY INTENSIVE (Bust):
Small volumes of specialised skills not usually
found in remote regions; that will be needed
for a long time. Some needed in the region,
but much might take place away from
extraction region (Beetaloo). Higher level
skills but plenty of time to prepare.

Skills required change with
technology; are becoming
increasingly specialised but
there is no reason not to
prepare for that demand and
workers will stay in broad
region (exact location depends
on technology)

LONG-TERM BRIDGING:
LOGISTICS, INFRASTRUCTURE and
TRANSPORT (between extraction
and processing regions); decisions
shared between project operators
and government agencies

DOWNSTREAM
MANUFACTURING and
EXPORT LOGISTICS
(away from extraction
site but potentially
significant for broader
region - NT)

Limited inside project; often contracted out

Plenty of time for preparation;
requires a mix of skills and
equipment

Genuine opportunities for a few
prepared local SMEs

Planning of transition
towards new site uses
and opportunities postproject
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Coloured boxes in the table represent the main sets of opportunities for local Aboriginal SMEs that should
initially be considered. They arguably pose distinct challenges for local-Aboriginal SME participation, and
require different actions, forms of assistance and procurement approaches:
1) The construction/drilling phase (in-project managed directly by project operators and tier 1
contractors) – opportunities for local SMEs depend largely on project attributes and technology.
a. These required activities delimit the region of extraction.
b. ICN report identifies the majority of potential qualitative matches inside the exploration phase
within that category.
c. Business and worker compliance to access sites and various levels of certification and
accreditation are vital if onsite contracts are considered.
d. Involve high work intensity, shift-based usually following a ‘well-based’ model of operations,
with recurring relocations to new sites.
e. In remote regions involves “camp life” for workers with facilities and amenities required.
2) The production phase (also in-project, but potentially with many roles spread across space [near
well, near regional town or downstream] and across time). Some activities possibly need to
remain in/near the Beetaloo corridor, others near downstream key logistical locations.
a. Usually locations differentiate [a] activities that need to be nearby wells and [b] those that can
be conducted from further away (automation dependent to a point).
b. Project proponents often consider quality of life, amenities and cost of living associated with
potential locations when attracting and retaining specialised workers are costly (see Tremblay
& Boyle, 2019).
3) Supply chains (sub-contracted either by operators or by tier-1 & 2 contractors) - include domains
that operators would encourage local SMEs to consider (across skills levels) – some identified in
the ICN report:
a. includes provision of inputs more or less sophisticated (sand, chemicals, water, machinery
parts, site preparation, etc.) for which capacity rather than skill levels might be an issue for
Aboriginal Beetaloo SMEs
b. includes some activities related to operational outputs and by-products, possibly disposal or
recovery (possibilities mentioned include treatment, disposal, or recycling) some of which
entail specialist skills, equipment and strict environmental standards and related compliance
requirements
c. includes large amounts of ongoing transport and logistical activities onsite, in-region or linking
the extraction site to other facilities further away. Demand for specific services will evolve
during the project and the magnitude of needs (and availability of dedicated equipment) will
determine if those services are more likely to be managed in-project or contracted out.
4) Infrastructure development – this category of opportunities is partially government-driven
insofar as controlling its timing and specific attributes but is generally contracted out (sometimes
involving public/private partnerships). Some pipelines are private sector assets. Infrastructure
development can occur concurrently with construction and production onsite activities. LocalAboriginal SMEs undertaking low-skill activities are likely to face choices between aiming for
project construction contracts, or bidding for surrounding infrastructure activities, with the
knowledge that the overall oil and gas activity will trigger an influx of competitors for that type of
work. The development of different types of infrastructure differs considerably with respect to
activity span, work intensity, work locations, urgency, technical sophistication, and required skills
base, the mapping of which has started (KPMG, 2019).
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Each phase and areas present pros and cons for regional businesses. There is less agreement in the
literature around their desirability as sets of opportunities for local SMEs. This is in part due to the fact
that case studies from other regions in the world differ with respect to the levels of readiness of local
businesses and in terms of workforces found in the regions of interest. The nature of the development
(and degree of certainty), the existence of specific regional needs and matching economic development
agendas will also affect the appeal of the different types of opportunities for local Aboriginal SMEs. Table
1.2 below summarises the advantages and disadvantages of each domain.
Table 1.2: Advantages and disadvantages of engaging with each domain

ADVANTAGES

Construction

1

Production

2

3

• Aboriginal/remote SMEs typical skills
composition and experience fit overall
• Pool of locals that could be employed
relatively easily
• Might be sustainable if SMEs can switch
to other opportunity types (i.e.
infrastructure) or other industries (i.e.
agribusiness, unrelated infrastructure,
housing, defence, etc) when boom is
over

• More time is available to put effective
recruitment and retention programs in
place
• More time is available for training
individuals (although must have high
level work readiness, capabilities, with
competent literacy and numeracy)
• Offers room for real high-skill regional
jobs (if region or locality can take them
up)
• Project proponents and major
contractors have greater clarity about
project speed, duration and needs by the
time these workers and SMEs become
needed

DISADVANTAGES
• Demanding compliance requirements ICN recommends SMEs stay away from
core drilling sites or activities unless
compliant; this is problematic if
construction locations interface with
production
• Capacity issues during boom – require
either excessive investment (for SMEs) or
creates the need to find partners with
similar expertise or skills (creating definite
business risks)
• After intensive construction period there
is a much-reduced rate of ongoing work
(large businesses based down south have
a greater capacity to relocate workers)
• Might not contribute to transforming the
economy if growth possibilities are strictly
restricted to major projects (of a
resources or government type)
• Location of several production-phase jobs
might be away from region of interest
(Beetaloo)
• Generally not within the broad scope of
most Aboriginal SMEs, and out of reach of
most remote SMEs in general
• Training and preparing new specialised
workforce would be a burden for small
enterprises
• By the end of the project, opportunities in
similar sectors (or specialised skills) might
not be available nearby
• Automation becoming dominant - skills
needed linked to advanced systems might
not be transferable to other
opportunities, perhaps not sustainable
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Supply chains
Infrastructure

4

ADVANTAGES
• Variety of needs, might be possible to
find domains where local SMEs offer
good value for money and are
sustainable (ICN report includes many
activities linked with inputs production
needed for project which should be of
interest to locals)
• As supply chains evolve, partnership
possibilities will emerge that extend
SMEs’ reach and potential scope
• At regional level, might encourage
innovation and lead to opportunities
outside the project (induced)
• Also connected with well-understood
low-skills activities
• Does not have the same stringent
compliance requirements around site
access – more flexibility
• If combining construction contracts
across domains (oil and gas-based, other
industries, basic infrastructure needs,
housing, etc), might offer continuity of
work and opportunities for skills
improvements

DISADVANTAGES
• Absolutely need good understanding of
operators and tier-1 contractors’ views, or
preferred approaches for local content
• Skills and market connections might be
difficult to extend after project is over
• If initial competitive advantage is linked to
‘favouring’ policies (arising from project
local content support and advantages),
this could end abruptly once project ends
• To take advantage of established
relationships with major contractors
might entail moving to other regions – but
the latter localities might also impose
restrictions to advantage their own locals
• Must contend with government
procurement, processes and indecisions
(also tier 1 contractors’ approaches to
local content will vary and might not be
unequally effective
• Business size and local connections of
SMEs insufficient to gain trust from
contractors
• Likely that much demand boom and bust
for construction and infrastructure work
will occur concurrently

The mapping of opportunities above is merely a tool allowing the lay out of options for consideration. The
time horizons for each category differ and cannot yet be predicted, but they should all, a priori, be
considered as opportunities for economic participation by regional Aboriginal businesses, and their
respective workforces. Some options would require more preparation in the form of investments in
readiness, compliance, or education and training (as discussed in Chapter 1) than others. This means that
some phases and activities will be more within the reach of some local Aboriginal SMEs rather than others.
One of the reasons for giving oil and gas access to regional economic resources is to attempt to transform
the regional economy and provide a boost for local businesses. Therefore, it is important to envisage how
dissimilar small businesses might benefit from all phases. Whether participation in low-skill opportunities
by local Aboriginal SMEs can lead to further diversification and increased capacity also remains to be
evidenced. There is always a hope that SMEs might require new skills and open their doors to local youth
(or the next generation) to engage with additional activities that have not previously occurred in the
Beetaloo. Project-related supply chains and infrastructure developments might offer those new
opportunities that can extend to other sectors. If perceived as commercially sound, it would be advisable
for SMEs to work with project operators to map, support and test those possibilities. To do so, a cohort
of sustainable SMEs employing local Aborigines must strive to increase its participation in mainstream
commercial opportunities, in collaboration with the operators’ efforts to develop their social licence.

Chapter 2: Strengthening Aboriginal business development in the Beetaloo, P Tremblay 2020

105

Conventional lists of business openings for local SMEs and the
challenges mapping opportunities prior to project commencement
Sources
The grey literature describing resources project experiences in various locations and contexts
incorporates many recommendations for remote-Aboriginal business opportunities. They often take the
form of ad hoc lists presented as good ideas or interesting generic practices, are more or less related to
the resources opportunity and reflect conjectures made about the likely inclinations of local SMEs to be
closely connected to a project or not. Similar prospects were echoed by interviewees well aware of
common practices, although the viability and sustainability of those stylised opportunities for SMEs are
never truly verified, and perhaps not systematically verifiable. It is challenging to ascertain whether a
main resource project in a specific location at a specific point in time contributed positively to regional
SMEs’ achievements because of specific processes or policies put in place, and whether they played
worthwhile roles by supporting their finance, governance and/or operations. Yet, some of the same
standard cases are repeated time and time again in the key literature (often in Canada and Australia) and
usually link a notional resource project with a remote Aboriginal community business setup which was
explicitly supported by a mining or gas corporation. The resulting successful business is typically
presented as a great source of pride for the community, including of course its owners or workers, but
the rationale for the pre-project condition and later situation of the business are rarely clearly explained
in terms of specific outcomes. Often, what is described is a long-held aspiration specific to a clan or
community to be associated with that successful business and a generic claim of success.

Findings
All documentation and stakeholders consulted concur that the choice of business opportunities must
arise from the assessment of:
•
•
•

what local SMEs believe they are capable of, and aspire to do in the future
what their respective communities would implicitly or explicitly endorse (depending on their
locations in regional towns or on community-controlled land)
what project operators would be willing to support, with the knowledge that the smooth running
and sustainability of those enterprises will be scrutinised by outsiders, and their own reputations
might be on the line if failures occur.

To be sure, many such typical ‘lists of opportunities’ found in various reports and consulted inquiry
submissions are reproduced in Appendices 2 and 4, including ICN’s own well-informed suggestions and
adding many Australian and Canadian examples. Most cases encountered in that literature do not depict
regional SMEs’ success stories as such. Rather they feature major investments around the projects
supported by coalitions of stakeholders (representing entire nations, clans or significant groups) and
other industry collaborators aiming to leave a highly visible economic legacy. The fact that they differ
considerably from each other in terms of their size, scope and nature suggests that they are communityand place-specific. This indicates in turn that conventional business gap analysis and archetypal planning
processes making use of such lists might create new business expectations that might or might not be
within the reach of pre-existing Aboriginal entrepreneurs and local SMEs.
But those typical lists of business opportunities for local Aboriginal SMEs engagement presented by
industry consultants on behalf of resources extraction projects mainly aim to broaden local visioning of
what might be. They usually include:
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•
•

•

•
•
•
•

direct opportunities and fillable gaps not requiring too advanced skills (the discussion of ICN
findings above fits those)
key supporting industries in the supply chain (freight operations, rail and heavy vehicles, fuel
distribution, vehicle and equipment parts and rentals, laboratories, waste management,
government regulation officers, supply of safety equipment)
accommodation and other hospitality related services needed to support the transient workforce
(i.e. mobile camp accommodation, cleaners, laundry, clothing repairs, vehicle maintenance
workshops, ablutions and septic waste treatment, kitchen, catering and mess, freezer unit, site
office, generator and diesel storage, water tank, construction of camps, security services)
transport and logistics services (freight services and expediting, aircraft and helicopter support,
airport and airstrips maintenance, road maintenance)
environmental services (baseline studies, tree planting, site reclamation, water sampling and
analysis)
cultural heritage services (intercultural training, language support services, tourism and
recreation services for camp staff, country food supply and catering for special events)
regional town services and communities (amenities, telecommunications, training facilities and
human capital, business services, other legacy projects).

The rationale for project operators and local SMEs being jointly involved in determining which business
opportunities should be considered is that they hold essential knowledge about what is feasible from the
small Aboriginal business viewpoint (readiness and capabilities) and what is required for a business to be
sufficiently cost-effective to be offered specific contracts (capabilities required). The specific needs
required for any of the project phases depend ultimately on choices that main operators must make ‘intime’ as they themselves gather more information (about demand and supply side economic
determinants), as they learn about a specific project’s operating conditions and better comprehend the
regional economy. Their inclination to support various local business developments within the region will
in the end be informed by the decisions they have to make around:
•
•
•
•
•

selected (multiple) locations of operations (for construction and production)
strategically chosen speed or intensity of project execution (influencing efforts to import and
deploy capabilities)
elected extent of their commitments towards local Aboriginal SMEs (affecting their priorities and
attitudes towards business and political risks)
their target markets (for instance in the Beetaloo case whether outputs will be directed at eastern
seaboard states or exports through Darwin)
infrastructure choices involving private and public sectors (pipelines and other transport choices).

Given the high levels of uncertainty around the nature, feasibility, and overall likelihood of the
‘opportunity’ (as at June 2020), it is conceivable that project operators will assess those differently. Some
might withdraw altogether, sell their equipment and rights, or end up duplicating investments made by
others (if many project operators undertake the same steps). This suggests that it would indeed be quite
risky, and possibly wasteful, for some local Aboriginal SMEs to overly prepare (without established
connections with those project operators), or to make premature dedicated investments. To avoid such
scenarios, a reliable, explicit and open coordination mechanism must be devised that connects big
operators, tier 1 contractors, SMEs (and possibly government agencies involved in infrastructure
planning). The purpose is to identify and agree on a realistic range of business opportunities (across
project stages), to debate their merit, to decide who should be favoured and how. As already suggested
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above, this should be done with a specific agenda focused on local Aboriginal business inclusion, a process
that would be manageable if separated from the political land-based engagement processes involving
Traditional Owners communities and regional residents (discussed specifically in Chapter 3).

Devising a coordination mechanism to boost Aboriginal/local
business inclusion in the supply chain: Options from the literature and
choices for the Beetaloo
Sources
The contemporary literature concerned with local content and Aboriginal participation in the context of
either mining or oil and gas has converged strongly towards the adoption of mechanisms facilitating the
required multi-stakeholders dialogue in the past couple of decades. Almost all studies, whether backed
by governments, by industry councils, by large Aboriginal-led regions (in Canada in particular) point to the
need to examine such mechanisms capable of harmonising planning and business exchange decisions.
This is undertaken with a view to create a welcoming environment for local SMEs in need of opportunities
and adequate support, without cumbersome government involvement or red tape. Appendix 4 includes
extracts from a number of reports favouring analogous approaches and how they were implemented in
different environments.

Findings
Irrespective of its final shape and workings, such a coordination framework must perform a number of
functions that address some of the challenges discussed in previous sections when examining the
Beetaloo corridor region. At the outset, it must tackle the climate of uncertainty about the project that
has been clearly expressed. It must feature a mechanism ensuring the transparent dissemination of key
project parameters and priorities (around location, timing, infrastructure, basic technology, markets) as
key decisions are made.
Only then can local SMEs be in a position to identify genuine business options and assess their commercial
feasibility while cooperating with key project partners. A central function is therefore to have key
decision-makers communicate those opportunities as they take shape. This should entail ideally the
establishment of a project-specific forum or roundtable where local SMEs (and key community
stakeholders) can raise questions about process and procurement guidelines around project supply
chains. In the longer run, that mechanism should be at the heart of regional learning about project
economic benefits, impacts and opportunities for regional businesses.
A variety of such mechanisms have been formulated by diverse agencies concerned with supporting
mining, resources extraction, and oil and gas projects to engage with local business communities (see
Appendix 4). Nowadays they are portrayed in the literature as the leading practices to support localAboriginal SME inclusion in project supply chains. There are two broad types of such mechanisms which
have been trialled in various contexts, and encompass similar principles, but differ in terms of their
institutional contexts:
a) Those of a ‘contractual’ nature that take the form of agreements around business participation but
also often incorporate involvement with other community benefits. For instance, impact benefits
plans have become relatively commonplace arrangements in Canada. They usually serve well in
single-location resources projects where a major operator negotiates a range of benefits with a
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relatively homogenous or integrated region (where agreeing on priorities is unproblematic). They
entail comprehensive engagement processes and can combine a wide range of benefits including
some business participation components. In Australia, these are generally referred to as Indigenous
Land Use Agreements (ILUAs, discussed in Chapter 3) They play key roles in identifying traditional
land ownership, involve many legal procedures and entail substantial confidentiality – so cannot
serve as an open and transparent public forum.
b) Other less formal ‘governance-based’ arrangements bring together project operators, major
contractors, government agencies, regional authorities, and Aboriginal SME representatives to
interact in agreed ways with the aim of achieving local-Aboriginal SME inclusion objectives in and
around a project. This type of model is referred to either as a ‘framework’ or as a ‘roundtable’ in
the literature and is discussed in this chapter.
These flexible types of institutional mechanisms have become the key pathways depicted in the literature
to support local-Aboriginal SMEs aiming to take advantage of large-scale resources opportunities and to
prepare for them. From careful examination of the claims attached to the key examples, they must be
designed to address a number of short-term and long-term choices that will significantly affect the growth
and sustainability prospects of those small businesses. While SMEs located in remote regions are known
to be vulnerable and overly dependent on government grants as well as experiencing high business failure
rates, the purpose of those roundtables is initially to provide pathways to boost their capacity and
improve their success rates around major project opportunities ‘as they arise’ (the short-run angle).
Secondly, their extended objective is to consider undertaking a range of internal investments in
capabilities that would help them branch out and bid successfully for new types of contracts, and possibly
explore new markets or extend their entrepreneurial activities (the medium-run perspective).
As noted earlier, the specific structure and cyclical nature of oil and gas projects entails an intensive
construction period (involving both basic operations and highly specialised engineering) which is followed
by a much-reduced rate of ongoing work. In general, this implies that the boom period is relatively short
(i.e. there is limited time to become ‘ready’ compliance-wise and capabilities-wise) and followed by an
abrupt shift in given locations (i.e. contrary to mining, there are much fewer low-skill jobs needed after
construction). It is therefore essential that a governance framework sharing information and identifying
the opportunities (far from and close to the extraction activity) with the best prospects to be set early
and before drilling starts if at all possible. That unavoidably implies commencing the process much earlier
than when full clarity (or ‘full certainty’ as stated by many interviewees) around most strategic decisions
is perceived. Otherwise, local or regional Aboriginal SMEs could well miss the boat. That focus on speed
is particularly relevant for SME preparations around basic capabilities (specific to the gas sector),
compliance and costs performance, otherwise outside specialised firms will dominate delivery of services
in the oil and gas environment.
Therefore, local Aboriginal SMEs in the Beetaloo are faced with considerable catching up, given the
following observations about their attributes, structure, and behaviour (described in more detail in
Appendix 4, Section 2.2):
•
•
•

the majority of SMEs are one-person (micro business)
their experience of ‘market’ institutions and open competition is limited
access to land and capital can be problematic for their operations and expansion
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•
•
•
•

•

the limited size of the market for homegrown products, services or ideas is restricted, which
explains dependence on large exporting projects
relationships between those local businesses themselves are commonly more adversarial than
cooperative
relationships between local businesses across sub-regions are rare – and can be undermined by
political agendas and overlapping governance layers (see Jemena case study)
they face competition from outside potential tier-3 competitors (enterprises big or small from
more developed regions or ‘down South’) capable of supplying comparable services at a much
lower cost (a concern often articulated by interviewees in the regions) – although some Beetaloo
SMEs might benefit from a distance and local knowledge advantage
due to inexperience, local micro SMEs are particularly less likely to invest in boom times and
prepare for the bust.

The assertions above suggest that the survival of Aboriginal SMEs (post-construction boom) would be at
risk given their vulnerability, limited ability to envision the opportunity and possibly their slow reaction
(noting that this is clearly hypothetical and a generalisation). Hence, a regional governance framework
dedicated to coordinating expectations and circulating information constitutes a key step towards local
business inclusion.

Overview
Leading practice to support remote-Aboriginal SMEs identifying, selecting, investing, and preparing for
project-related opportunities in the Beetaloo would be to establish a regional roundtable committed to
fostering supply chain inclusion and involving a range of key stakeholders, with project operators and
regional SMEs in the driving seat. The following principles constitute accepted practices embraced by such
coalitions of participants:
•

•

•

•

provide regional partners with a realistic understanding of likely opportunities, and don’t overpromise the likelihood of lasting benefits for all businesses (in contrast to typical government
discourse)
prepare for abrupt changes in cycles, create incentives for SMEs to keep an eye on the inevitable
bust, invest in strategies that will sustain the business beyond boom times (the construction
phase)
assist with partnerships of various types, including the development of region-level strategies
that increase scale (that can be tested during boom time i.e. sharing equipment, distributing the
compliance burden, allocating and sharing capital, building relationships with first tier
contractors) and that may be sustained beyond the boom to further continuity through business
alliances
keep in view those SMEs’ long-term prospects and consider other strategies that extend current
capabilities to benefit beyond the project’s life, including pursuing post-boom collaborative
investments with project proponents.

Frameworks developed overseas to create pathways for local
business inclusion in supply chains: Adopted practices and terminology
recommended in the international literature.
Sources
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Leading practices found in the international literature in the last two decades are very instructive and
highly relevant for the context of remote Australian regions such as the Beetaloo, as long as the context
and scope distinctions are carefully assessed. This section examines leading strategies and practices which
have been proposed to enhance [a] local content around resource projects located in low-income
countries and [b] to improve Aboriginal participation around mining or oil and gas in Canada. Several
evidence-oriented publications (reports and briefing notes) from the Overseas Development Institute
(ODI) usefully summarise the key principles increasingly adopted to enhance extractive industries’ local
economic impacts.
Overseas Development Institute (ODI). (2005). Levers and pulleys: Extractive industries and local economic
development (Briefing note 3). London: ODI. Retrieved from https://www.odi.org/publications/591-leversand-pulleys-extractive-industries-and-local-economic-development
Overseas Development Institute (ODI). (2007a). Incentivising local economic development in the extractive
industries sector through transaction chain analysis (Briefing note 8). London: ODI. Retrieved from
https://www.odi.org/publications/592-incentivising-local-economic-development-extractive-industriessector-through-transaction-chain
Overseas Development Institute (ODI) & Engineers Against Poverty (EAP). (2007b). Learning from AMEC’s
oil and gas asset support operations in the Asia Pacific region with case-study of the Bayu-Undan gas recycle
project, Timor-Leste: Report II – local economic and social performance in low income regions [Summary
report]. London: EAP; ODI. Retrieved from https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odiassets/publications-opinion-files/3504.pdf

The Government of Canada has co-produced, with resources sector councils, Aboriginal corporations and
regional authorities, several documents and resources encouraging Aboriginal business inclusion
addressed to a variety of audiences. Although they do not profess to be evidenced-based, those
approaches have been endorsed by a wide range of stakeholders and influenced accepted practices
internationally and in Australia.
Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada (AANDC). (n.d.). Benefits plan guidelines for the
North. Ottawa: Government of Canada. Retrieved from https://www.rcaanc-cirnac.gc.ca/DAM/DAMCIRNAC-RCAANC/DAM-NTHAFF/STAGING/texte-text/ben_bpgn_1378407673593_eng.pdf
Kielland, N. (2015). Supporting Aboriginal participation in resource development: The role of impact and
benefit agreements (Publication No. 2015-29-E). Canada: Library of Parliament. Retrieved from
https://lop.parl.ca/sites/PublicWebsite/default/en_CA/ResearchPublications/201529E
Sosa, I., & Keenan, K. (2001). Impact benefit agreements between Aboriginal communities and mining
companies: Their use in Canada (p. 2). Toronto: Canadian Environmental Law Association.
Public Policy Forum. (2006). Sharing in the benefits of resource developments: A study of first nationsindustry impact benefits agreements (p. 5) [Final report]. Ottawa: Public Policy Forum. Retrieved from
https://ppforum.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Sharing-in-the-Benefits-of-Resource-Development-PPFreport.pdf
Knotsch, C., and Warda, J. (2009). Impact benefit agreements: A tool for healthy Inuit communities? (p. 29).
Ottawa: National Aboriginal Health Organization.
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Findings
There is a fair amount of agreement that the main issue facing Aboriginal SMEs already operating in many
remote regions where extractive activity exists is not the scarcity of business opportunities, but their own
readiness and confidence levels to engage with complex and rapidly evolving projects. Like the
international literature, the findings reported by ICN for the Beetaloo and NT Aboriginal-owned SMEs
highlights the need to consider their preparedness to envision new opportunities, to recognise what
preparation and information would be required to participate in gas value chains, and to map the steps
needed to find assistance. The literature identifies comparable issues for project operators and top-tier
contractors seeking to obtain reliable information about local business capabilities, to ascertain whether
they can be trusted and whether they would display sufficient commitment to improve and cut costs. The
previous section claimed that the leading practice to bridge that information and trust gap is to formulate
a framework to support joint learning about the project progression, which eventually leads to agreeing
on the best niches that Aboriginal and/or local SMEs should attempt, and be assisted, to fill. The
establishment of such a collaborative process must precede operational decisions regarding procurement
facilitation and the deployment of various forms of assistance aiming to propel local SMEs towards
selected prospective activities and contracts.
In both the international and Canadian literature, the early strategies designed incorporated ancillary
concerns around mitigation of negative impacts (economic, social and environmental) and employed
terms such as ‘local benefits’ and ‘risk mitigation’ to consider simultaneously a wide range of social and
economic investments around projects. The more recent literature, although it sometimes retains the
terminology of ‘benefits approaches’, does not emphasise impact mitigation (an important domain where
different institutions are generally established), and is purely concerned with the key issue of local
business inclusion and workforce participation in and around a major project. This terminology around
‘benefits’ can create confusion and differs from the ways these terms are generally used in Australia. In
the Australian context, ‘benefits sharing agreement’ refers generally to comprehensive settlements
between resources companies and Aboriginal groups which are negotiated and can cover a wide array of
desired payments, investments and/or outcomes reflecting those groups’ preferences. Chapter 3 in this
report examines the connection between agreements and engagement in the Australian context, and
how ‘benefits’ are shared and can be invested in the specific institutional settings characterising much of
northern Australia where native titles and land council facilitation play key roles.
The focus below is strictly on the advantages associated with local business inclusion that supports
Aboriginal skills development, workforce participation and economic growth (rather than indefinite
benefits). One of the early objectives of the approach developed by ODI applied in poor regions or
countries was to ensure that economic opportunities be recognised as existing beyond the strict project
boundaries, and that extractive industries operators had a responsibility to find or create opportunities
in local supply chains. The examples they provide show how major project operators might consider
business possibilities that could either be ‘in-project’ (usually defined by a site), ‘project-linked’ (linked to
infrastructure, upstream and downstream chains) and ‘off-project’ (unconnected to the project itself).
The particular set of circumstances and local perceptions determines which type of local economic
engagements best reflect a community’s ideal range of potential ‘benefits’. There are advantages and
disadvantages associated with each type:
•

In-project can be more convenient for major operators’ ability to support as it remains within
their immediate focus and comfort zone in that sense. Operators have a good grasp of what is
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•

•

expected of SMEs and contractors within the confines of the project and will be in a good position
to assess what local businesses might be able to offer, and what remedial actions should be
considered if they are not yet ready. But focusing exclusively on in-project roles can be
problematic if these arise as a response to ‘local content’ requirements perceived or imposed.
Enforceable targets with respect to local or Aboriginal workers or subcontractors can compel toptier contractors to recruit under-skilled individuals (to fulfil a variety of quotas), can lead to these
individuals being in reality under-employed, and/or can pass on some tasks to sub-contracted
small firms that cannot deliver the quantity-quality-speed expected. The latter contractors often
end up accepting low returns (and risking business failure) and/or are cornered in attempting
some form of deceptive reporting with respect to their workforce.
Project-linked strategies treat the project as a ‘springboard’ to access other economic
opportunities somewhat related to growing supply chains. These can be ‘inward’ links linked with
upstream or downstream supply activities (extending to local businesses involved in developing
skills or enterprise capabilities), ‘outward’ links (for markets or activities outside the immediate
contract or supply chain), or ‘infrastructure’ linkages not necessarily managed by project
operators but supported by them. These are often complementary to the project, can provide
additional benefits to local communities, and offer long-term employment possibilities (e.g. when
maintenance and post-project extensions are likely to occur). The design, construction and
maintenance of project-linked infrastructure is usually a welcome opportunity for enhanced local
employment, training and local enterprise development using skills already available in the
region.
Off-Project strategies capitalise on the competencies of the project operators or lead contractors
to enhance local skills, employment and community enterprise opportunities disconnected from
the needs of the project, for a transitory time period. These are valuable if the local business
community is directly involved and remains in charge beyond the duration of the project.

The contemporary ODI ‘best practice’ governance framework focuses on supporting local Aboriginal
business inclusion by:
•

•

considering the broad mix of potential opportunities as depicted above, in particular by paying
attention to regional businesses’ preferences or inclinations (considering both SMEs and workers
themselves) towards having a direct economic engagement with ‘the project’, which can be
sensitive in specific contexts;
addressing the question of how to incite operators to incentivise contractors (tiers 1 and 2 in
particular) to themselves encourage and ultimately enable greater local participation. This is
challenging if the latter businesses must themselves deal with tight profit margins, find
themselves involved later (contracted and integrated after decisions have been made by
operators and communities), have their own capabilities and systems (ways of operating and
contract tendering habits), and have established solid reputations based on their technicalspecialised expertise which they passionately safeguard. It is generally considered challenging for
project developers to ensure that tier-1 contractors act in accordance with those social and
economic obligations (required by the operator). Accepted practices nowadays recognise the
need to incentivise lead contractors to go beyond their normal productivity and competitivenessdriven agendas – which requires ongoing attention from the project operators.

Canadian approaches
As noted above, the tradition in Canada, adopted subsequently in Australia, has been to develop Impact
Benefit Agreements (IBAs) privately negotiated and legally enforceable. These establish formal
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relationships between Aboriginal communities and industry proponents and generally do not necessarily
directly involve governments. These became widely implemented as mechanisms to foster ‘social
licences’ that were adopted relatively successfully in peripheral or remote regions. In Northern Canada in
particular, the procurement spend of mining operations is substantial. It has been said to dwarf spending
on community philanthropy, while providing a remarkable catalyst for Aboriginal business development
and local supply chain creation, leading to an increase in diversity and capacity of the local business base.
It is important to note that:
•

•

this project-driven economic transformation intent has progressed distinctly, and separately, from
resource revenue-sharing arrangements between governments and Aboriginal groups, which ended
up sharing public revenues, such as royalties and taxes, generated from resource development.
these IBAs were private and confidential and could include, additionally to other wealth transfers,
‘employment provisions’ (usually favouring Aboriginal-locals to get available jobs, training, and
preferential hiring) and sometimes extend to economic and business development provisions such as
establishing preferential procurement practices and business capacity-building opportunities
(discussed in greater detail in the next section).

Depending on regions and type of Aboriginal economic circumstances, some Canadian projects and
jurisdictions have moved towards supporting ‘benefits plans’. This approach imposes obligations on large
resource companies to produce documented commitments to provide employment and business
pathways to privilege the use of local workers and SMEs. While the ‘benefits’ terminology might be
confusing and unwieldy, the concept behind those Canadian benefits plans appears to perfectly fit the
direction of this chapter. Indeed, they aim to incorporate strategies to provide local companies with a full
and fair opportunity to participate in the supply of goods and services for oil and gas work or activities in
specific regions. In the context of Northern Canada oil and gas ‘benefits plans’, preferencing principles
similar to those found lately in Australian ILUAs identify a hierarchy of groups that ought to be advantaged
if the opportunities are greater than the number of potential local takers. For instance, the Benefits plan
guidelines for the North (AANDC, n.d.) suggests:
In accordance with this principle, an operator should apply Northern preference in the following priority:
i. local Northern Aboriginal residents and local Northern Aboriginal businesses in the vicinity of a proposed
oil and gas work or activity;
ii. other Northern residents and Northern businesses in the Northwest Territories, Nunavut or Yukon; and
iii. other Canadian residents and businesses.

The Beetaloo would benefit from an adaptation of those ideas, although distinct challenges arise from
the fragmentation of traditional ownership and ongoing claims in that region, from the occurrence of
multiple overlapping groups with legitimate ownership claims, and from some ambiguity related to the
location of regional Aboriginal businesses and or operations, as well as controversy around the legitimacy
of both the use of the terms ‘Aboriginal’ and ‘local’. Yet the principles are relatively simple. A few basic
approaches have resulted that aim to coordinate economic/business benefits for remote communities or
regions where major extractive projects have materialised:
1)
2)

voluntary-contractual agreements which can spontaneously arise or follow conventions (as per
the discussion of Impact Benefits Agreements above)
legislated requirements in the form of ‘benefits plans’ imposed for the right to operate in a
region or territory (as in the Northern Canada example above). It usually involves negotiating
with specific clans, tribes or communities first, follows a prescribed planning process which
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3)

produces a ‘plan’, and subsequently satisfying government scrutiny over content coverage,
legitimacy of process and overall cost-effectiveness.
non-prescriptive strategic processes (akin to ‘benefits plans’) where a regional business strategy
is developed to achieve the objectives agreed around business participation (with the region
and government at the table, but not necessarily driving the discussions) to ensure that
opportunities maximise local business benefits, especially in the form of employment and local
business support.

Given the absence of generally enforced ‘benefits plans’ provisions in Australia (although the NT
government has been informally requesting Beetaloo operators to undertake that type of planning for
local business inclusion), the third option seems the most suitable to the context of the Beetaloo. It would
provide a mechanism to address many of the issues found in the literature and discussed in this
assessment of the Beetaloo.
A type of local business strategic roundtable or framework bringing together key stakeholders on a
recurrent basis is probably the best proxy to a ‘benefits plan’ for a fragmented remote region facing
substantial uncertainty about the nature and timing of the ‘opportunity’ (as explored in Appendix 2). That
critical process should provide a mechanism to address many of the key barriers to inclusion discussed up
to now, and provide:
•

•

•

•
•

•

•
•

a platform to communicate or exchange information around opportunities, about speed of
project development, as well as upcoming services needed (SMEs and workforce) around
infrastructure developments and the project itself
a coordination platform to ensure that assorted stakeholders harmonise key decisions which have
the potential to impact significantly on local SMEs’ competitive positioning (including the nature
and timing of infrastructure and construction, location choices, availability of training support)
a transparent set of procedures and incentives to ensure that major contractors are directly
involved (around the table) and set high expectations regarding how they are fulfilling the major
operators’ commitments towards regional benefits through their support of local SMEs investing
in regional employment
a platform to examine how project operators can help formulating and incubating business ideas
around supply chains and/infrastructure
a mechanism to dispute, clarify and improve sensitive terminology and definitions (e.g. local,
regional, ATSI businesses or workers) as well as handle potential disagreements around the
identity of those that should be prioritised
a planning platform to address the long-term challenge of preparing for the unavoidable project
busts (and project closure when relevant) so that strategies are formulated to map ways of
redeploying local skills and business capabilities towards different sectors in ways that contribute
towards SME sustainability
a source of documentation where pledges and responsibilities can be recorded, monitored and
evidenced, thereby ensuring that institutional learning occurs in parallel to technological progress
a single point of truth to inform debates and misperceptions around the project, given the high
likelihood of misinformation and manipulation by many potential external parties (e.g., antifracking protestors, anti-Aboriginal economic inclusion advocates, competing states or regions,
etc.)
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•

a cohesive program to decide on key forms of assistance to be made available for the targeted
SMEs and their host regions (around land use and access, principles for specific procurement,
business services hub options, etc.).

The literature is therefore increasingly moving towards practices intended to support and nurture local
Aboriginal SMEs led by direct relationships with project operators. The leading components of those
practices that appear worthwhile for the Beetaloo are discussed in the next section.

Key building blocks for a local Aboriginal business inclusion
framework for the Beetaloo
This section describes the main components and options recommended in the literature and by some of
the regional stakeholders interviewed for this project to build a regional business inclusion framework. It
draws some of the most appropriate options and appraises their applicability to the Beetaloo gas
development context.

Sources
As maintained above, the topic of how to assist and use procurement rules to increase local content in
supply chains has developed considerably in the last two decades. This section extracts key
recommendations from a small number of well-cited Australian, Canadian and international references
that provide clear policy directions. These have been particularly influential internationally and jointly
offer a comprehensive coverage of the issues that need to be considered if attempting to influence major
project operators (and their top contractors) to attempt including support for local Aboriginal SMEs in
their planning and take into account how to assist local SMEs’ ability to participate in their overall business
decisions.
The key reports listed below are considered separately in greater detail in Appendix 4, which also includes
a number of other international publications and submissions which develop specific elements that are
distinct and could play a role in preparing the Beetaloo.
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The key publications from which the main insights for the current chapter have been obtained are:
Barnes, R., Harvey, B., & Kemp, D. (2015). Benchmarking leading practice in Aboriginal business procurement in
the
extractive
resource
sector.
Brisbane:
CSRM.
Retrieved
from
https://www.csrm.uq.edu.au/publications/benchmarking-leading-practice-in-aboriginal-business-procurement-inthe-extractive-resurce-sector
Esteves, A.M., Brereton, D., Samson, D., & Barclay, M.A. (2010). Procuring from SMEs in Local Communities: A
good practice guide for the Australian mining, oil and gas sectors. Brisbane: CSRM. Retrieved from
https://www.csrm.uq.edu.au/publications/procuring-from-smes-in-local-communities
Esteves, A.M., Barclay, M.A., & Brereton, D. (2011). Integrating social and economic impact assessment into local
procurement strategy. SR Mining. Retrieved from https://www.csrm.uq.edu.au/publications/integrating-socialand-economic-impact-assessment-into-local-procurement-strategy
Esteves, A.M., Coyne, B., & Moreno, A. (2013). Local content Initiatives: Enhancing the subnational benefits of the
oil, gas and mining sectors. New York: The Natural Resource Governance Institute. Retrieved from
https://resourcegovernance.org/sites/default/files/Sub_Enhance_Benefits_20151125.pdf
Mining Shared Value (MSV) & Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business (CCAB). (2016a). Partnerships in
procurement: Understanding Aboriginal business engagement in the Canadian mining industry [Full report].
Ontario: MSV & CCAB. Retrieved from http://miningsharedvalue.org/reports/2018/1/18/partnerships-inprocurement-understanding-aboriginal-business-engagement-in-the-canadian-mining-industry
Engineers Against Poverty. (2013). Maximising the contributions of local enterprises to the supply chain of oil, gas
and mining projects in low income countries [Briefing note]. London: The Institution of Mechanical Engineers.
Retrieved
from
http://engineersagainstpoverty.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/EAP_Briefing_Note__Local_Enterprise_Participation.pdf

This section also calls on specific elements of the interview undertaken with INPEX staff playing roles in
the Darwin-based local business inclusion planning (the descriptive INPEX case study itself is found in
Chapter 3) and draws insights from the Tremblay and Boyle (2019) report on business views about the
best ways to improve the contribution of major projects towards local employment in remote regions.

General principles
This section proceeds by describing functions that a regional business inclusion framework (or
roundtable) ought to play, while addressing specific challenges as they arise. Some of the functions are
reactive with the roundtable allowing stakeholders to work out their issues, while others are more
proactive, involving preparation and some constrained planning. There is no specific ordering of decisions
to be made that suits all situations, although the elements below are complementary to each other, and
their enactment involves trial and error improvement. Their joint purpose is to harmonise decisions by
key experienced parties to bring about intended local-Aboriginal businesses’ inclusion outcomes. The
ability of the framework to sort issues or misunderstandings and enable smooth implementation and
flexibility will be critical to ensuring business inclusion success.
There is a broad agreement from the key academic, policy and grey literature that the legacies of past
projects have been questionable and that former attempts, prescribed or idealistic, to engage with
Aboriginal businesses in land access agreements have not met Aboriginal expectations. This applies to a
large proportion of extractive projects across Australia where there was hope that local SMEs would
benefit, sometimes because host regions or governments boosted expectations to unreasonable levels.
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It is nowadays accepted that the status quo is unlikely to be effective, and that simply blaming the lack of
Aboriginal businesses with sufficient capacity or suitable capabilities to meet complex tender
requirements is inappropriate. The alternative is to setup the right environment, institutions, and
collaborative mechanisms early enough, without losing sight of the central role of business partners, and
the need for government agencies not to hijack the process. Yet time is of the essence for all parties
because the choice of opportunities, the selection of assistance mechanisms and any alterations to
procurement design must be negotiated and planned, ahead of key tenders suitable for local SMEs
opening. Otherwise by the time an interested Aboriginal business has built trust in the process and
relevant operators, absorbed relevant information, upgraded capabilities or sought strategic partners and
worked to qualify for tenders, the tender is closed, and the opportunity is lost to external, specialised and
experienced businesses with established reputations (see Appendix 4).

Findings
Appendix 4 includes an in-depth analysis of recommendations and cases reported in the international
literature. Those are summarised and bundled as ‘functions’ discussed sequentially below:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

information provision and exchange
selection and validation of groups targeted for assistance
pre-assessment of capabilities and preliminary mapping of opportunities
facilitating participation in the procurement process: removing barriers
facilitating participation in the procurement process: boosting readiness
facilitating participation in the procurement process: explicitly advantaging local-aboriginal SMEs
managing high-level contractors
advancing the sustainability of local-Aboriginal SMEs prior to the unavoidable ‘bust’, and
preparing the long-run
producing, sharing and learning from evidence around local-Aboriginal SMEs’ progress
conceiving Beetaloo SMEs inclusion roundtable governance options.

The above constitute a menu of potential functions that ought to be considered and debated initially and
utilised on a case-by-case basis, depending on how the project evolves.

Information provision and exchange
While its need is strongly rationalised by the arguments aligned in Appendix 2, the function of
disseminating information to achieve local-Aboriginal business inclusion is not as straightforward as it
sounds. The key sources of information about progress, upcoming needs and changes of operating pace
need to involve the project operator(s), their top-tier contractors and government agencies responsible
for major infrastructure developments. These organisations must agree and endorse coordinated
information transfer mechanisms which balance the needs of the regional Aboriginal business community
with their own priorities and strategic effectiveness. This requires balancing confidentiality aspects,
commitments towards supply chain partners or joint ventures, ongoing negotiations with government
agencies (and regions), as well as decisions that might affect their competitive positions. At any point in
time, project operators themselves face incomplete information, new production data and market
information are internally processed, and they face shifting strategic choices. They must balance their
confidential commercial interests (one of the pillars of their competitive success as business), with the
need to adapt and negotiate (say tier 1 contractors) new terms with key business partners when
unpredicted situations arise and must share sufficient information with local Aboriginal SMEs with whom
Chapter 2: Strengthening Aboriginal business development in the Beetaloo, P Tremblay 2020

118

they have partnered and have committed to support. Specific aspects that should be facilitated by a
notional Beetaloo framework include:
•

•

•

•

Maintaining regular communications between stakeholders involved in the Beetaloo regional
business inclusion framework. There must be sufficient clarity and openness to manage potential
conflicts among suppliers and local Aboriginal SMEs and communities and address them earlier
rather than later. The business case for such a relatively transparent approach is clear: It must
minimise bargaining, legal and other transaction costs that are otherwise likely to occur,
recognising that the latter will affect disproportionally inexperienced local Aboriginal SMEs,
sometimes irreversibly.
The purposes and specific roles of various types of communications, site visits, other initiatives
and industry-initiated information-sharing sessions (described in the literature and discussed by
operators) need to be carefully clarified and grasped by all. Some industry initiatives triggered by
large businesses or governments can be interpreted by Aboriginal people as public relations
exercises, rather than real attempts to address the complexity of Aboriginal business
development and might cause ineffectual preparation if overlooked. Project operators might
interpret this confusion as lack of commitment (by regional SMEs), which results in inadequate
business interactions, vagueness around intentions, and causes preparation delays. To ensure an
‘information level playing field’ of sorts, there should be a single source of truth around major
procurement decisions, about significant changes in ‘direction’ (in a technological and business
sense) and clear process to disseminate information.
Local Aboriginal business and community members often complain that they lack information
about local markets. They claim being unable to find gaps and niche services in their respective
regional economies without assistance from project staff, due to both their limited mainstream
market experience and what they see as informal exclusion from some networks. A partial
solution is for operators to be proactive in sharing information about their supply chains and by
candidly identifying saturated areas as well as opportunities where Aboriginal businesses could
get a start (those assessments are discussed further in this chapter). This is the first step towards
genuine preparation and can lead either to the identification of long-term partners, of worthwhile
opportunities to be targeted, and/or to investments in specific capabilities.
As the framework or roundtable setup supports a learning process, it is also important that
unsuccessful Aboriginal businesses (unsuccessful local bidders or simply discouraged regional
suppliers) be provided feedback that points out areas of improvement and so increase chances
of future success in upcoming bids. Sometimes use is made of key performance indicators to rate
suppliers and evaluate partnerships for their contributions to the local Aboriginal community,
either in terms of employment targets or for their efforts to boost capacity in a measurable way.
Although imposed targets might cause more problems than they solve, reporting appropriately
and transparently on outcomes and efforts made by operators and top contractors might boost
efforts considerably.

Selection and validation of SME cohorts targeted for assistance
The identification of groups and business entities that ought to be selected for assistance is easier to
implement in some contexts than others. It appears to have been relatively straightforward in many
examples reviewed from Northern Canada, where a single political community (or relatively unified ethnic
group with an established governance structure) hosts a project. This might not be the case for the
Beetaloo on several grounds:
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•

•

•

•

Many Aboriginal groups with different types or degrees of affiliations and connections to the land
covered can hypothetically make distinct claims of deserving to obtain economic benefits around
the various areas covered by this major project. When the focus is strictly on existing businesses,
the ICN approach and framework simplify this, when used with a convenient and transparent
definition of the Beetaloo corridor. As discussed in Chapter 3, dedicated institutions and
confidential processes exist in Australia to coordinate the interactions and engagement between
operators and specific groups of traditional landowners associated with specific parts of the
corridor and they can claim some benefits separately from any specific but dispersed business
interests they might hold in that broad region.
The wished-for claim that there is a meaningful association between Aboriginal ownership of
businesses and their propensity to employ Aborigines is broadly accepted in the Australian policy
arena, has been adopted for this tender, and is based on economic evidence collected on a wide
scale. Yet it might be questionable from a regional policy implementation viewpoint. It remains
unverified at the Beetaloo scale on empirical and policy grounds (this point is further examined
in Section 2 of Appendix 4 where the focus on strictly local-Aboriginal SMEs is assessed as narrow
for the sake of optimising Aboriginal inclusion). While local Aboriginal businesses are targeted
specifically because of that theoretical conjecture (specifically that Aboriginal-owned businesses
employ more Aborigines on average at the Australian scale than non-Aboriginal businesses), any
chance of corroborating the validity of that assumption locally should be considered. It is
important to examine if other effective ways of supporting economic inclusion of the potential
Aboriginal workforce in the region might exist. The identification of an array of business
categories (with different degrees of merit as cohorts capable of enhancing local inclusion) would
allow a broader prioritisation of businesses deserving assistance (as is sometimes undertaken
within ILUAs).
There are a number of ambiguities associated with the definitions and verification of both
Aboriginal ownership status, an issue often raised by interviewed regional stakeholders. These
are similar to challenges encountered whenever policies such as public social procurement are
idealistically designed to assist a specific group but fail to anticipate how others will react
(Tremblay & Boyle, 2018). Interviews with Beetaloo stakeholders and previous research on major
projects restated well-known objections to ill-conceived, poorly defined and unvalidated
mechanisms to identify who should be helped and on which basis, and the undesirable
consequences and social costs of poor policy implementation (Tremblay & Boyle, 2019). The
combination of ICN and NTIBN knowhow appears to have moved a considerable way towards
producing a broadly accepted data infrastructure but it must remain sufficiently transparent (to
key users) and its management and operations shielded from political interferences.
Similarly, the Canadian literature highlights particularly the increase in ‘paper joint ventures’
where officially stated ownership does not reflect power or control. These may hide internal
business manipulation or might conceal deliberate institutional arrangements that misrepresent
a business organisation’s true ownership and intent. From a different but equally problematic
perspective, Beetaloo stakeholders specifically disparaged impromptu use of self-declarations to
confirm ATSI status determination, as it can be easily abused due to a lack of scrutiny or validation
around it.

Options to consider:
•

It would be valuable to construct a hierarchy of targeted SMEs worthy of support (and potentially
to be favoured with procurement processes – discussed below). This type of option must be
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negotiated and could be established as an early task for the roundtable. While the scope for this
report focuses on Aboriginal economic development in the Beetaloo for regional businesses, we
maintain that narrow focus for the sake of examining options and leading practices. It is clear
from the ICN work that broadening to other NT-based Aboriginal businesses would make sense
to ascertain the worth of oil and gas to the NT Aboriginal inclusion agenda more broadly. Similarly,
Section 2 of Appendix 4 in this report claims that there is value in favouring local-Beetaloo nonAboriginal owned businesses that employ large numbers of Aborigines (which was also
recognised in the ICN-NT (2020b) methodology, but more difficult to independently verify).
Negotiations will be necessary because different stakeholders will hold different views on which
types should be privileged, for the sake of illustration, whether to preference Darwin-based
Aboriginal-owned SMEs or local-Beetaloo non-Aboriginal owned SMEs and why. Irrespective of
final choices, the process for prioritising some business types must be sound, based on clear
definitions and transparent for roundtable participants. Disagreements arising because of poorly
implemented processes, and any ensuing identification of deceitful behaviour by businesses
seeking to circumvent them, are major causes for distrust around those types of policies, which
can easily lead to widespread dissatisfaction with major projects. The Figure 2.1 below conveys
notionally what type of prioritisation needs to be agreed on but is simply suggestive.
Fig 2.1: Notional hierarchy example to guide support priorities and procurement selection (imagined arbitrary
categories)

Beetaloo
ATSI SMEs
Other Beetaloo
SMEs*
NT ATSI SMEs
Other NT SMEs
Any other SME
*Two aspects need to be recognised and carefully examined:
•

•

whether non-Aboriginal Beetaloo SMEs are likely to employ significant numbers of local
Aborigines. This empirical question must be evidenced (if past data can be sourced) and
accompanied with strategies to assess current and projected workforces if there is significant
disagreement regarding future inclusion prospects
local TOs involved in ILUAs with project operators is a cohort deliberately not included in that
structure because they obtain monetary benefits through negotiated confidential
arrangements. When ILUAs embed up-front enterprise support and employment guarantees
provisions, members of traditional owner communities running their own SMEs will
automatically belong to the top group. This aspect could be challenging if different project
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operators approach different groups of TOs (as occurs in the wide Beetaloo space) and
negotiate different types of benefits.
•

•

•

•

It is necessary to proactively formulate and reach an agreement on strict ownership-based rules
used to determine the priorities applicable to potential types of contractors as this constitutes
the primary criterion for selection. This must entail a high level of specificity and developing
strategies to handle issues such as ‘black cladding’, ‘paper companies’ and ‘paper joint ventures’
which commonly arise. This has been observed for instance around businesses structured as joint
ventures solely to access preferential procurement opportunities that capitalise on Aboriginal
partner involvement, while failing to provide real control, skills, training, or capacity building. In
some cases, reported by interviewees, the balance of risks, responsibilities and profits arising
from those temporary ventures is highly unbalanced and takes advantage of the smaller regional
partners.
The formulation of fastidious rules around ATSI verification and clarity about the definition of
‘local’ status applicable to SMEs is equally important. This is particularly relevant for a fragmented
region with many groups in a position to make claims of traditional association, with businesses
located around small towns but possibly based elsewhere, and with multiple partners with
varying degrees of attachment to the region. While such detailed specifications can be deemed
resource-consuming initially, they constitute an investment. Achieving clarity of definition and
process is likely to save significant resources down the line, and avoid transaction costs that can
arise from disagreements, including remediation for potential deceit, bargaining and other legal
costs. Furthermore, using systems developed by independent third parties (such as ICN and
NTIBN) should boost trust and confidence by all stakeholders that the framework has a legitimate
purpose and can be effective.
The verification of both ‘local’ and ‘Aboriginal’ dimensions is critical (as for the repeated reference
to local-Aboriginal SMEs in this report). Many interviewees have asserted that self-identification
or simple self-declaration cannot be relied on (despite the fact that many government agencies
record ATSI status in that way). When commercial interests and competitive advantages are at
stake, the likelihood of questionable practices occurring is high and can be all-consuming for
business that believe they have been cheated. Sustainable growth will depend on the
establishment of a transparent playing field featuring pre-emptive checks and balances, the
rationale of which should be accepted by all stakeholders, not just the top project operators. As
disagreements and conflicts regarding the legitimacy of various claims or practices will inevitably
occur, a mechanism allowing processes and decisions to be challenged will also be required and
agreed upon early.
The endorsement of pre-established business lists or operational registries can reduce
considerably the costs of such measures, if they entail only one point of truth, if their definitions
are supported by the regional roundtable and if verification processes are reliable. Current
activities and outputs from ICN and NTIBN already cover much of the needed information
structure required, and their outputs could be shared and used by many stakeholders, in
particular major operators and their high-level contractors, to guide regional assistance for SMEs.
Such directories could become project-held resources, increase transparency, and evolve with
the various project stages, although some confidentiality issues might arise. Ideally for the sake
of the roundtable, these should produce transparent lists (for each category in the pyramid
above) describing at a minimum SMEs’ ownership status, the services and goods they can be
contracted for, indicating if/when/how ATSI status and local status have been determined or
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verified, and including some basic information about their levels of experience, past contracts
and their recent work scopes and current capacity (recognising that these will be only indicative
and that project operators and contractors will need to undertake supplementary assessment
and verification work, as for any procurement exercise).
It must be noted that several Beetaloo-based interviewees expressed opinions around the probable use
of the existing ICN lists, their advantages (mainly with respect to their established reputation and
increasingly frequent use by governments and businesses) and needed improvements. Some conveyed,
but unverified, limitations had to do with alleged insufficient scrutiny on ATSI status of past business
ownership data, completeness of the list, inadequate verification of business’ workforce capabilities and
truthful composition of active ATSI workers. Some referees indicated that NTIBN processes allowed a
greater level of verification and are more reliable because they are not simply based on self-declaration
but recognise that the latter organisation is itself member-based and is perhaps limited in terms of the
specific cohort of businesses it can validate. The dedicated Industry Capability Network report (2020b)
undertook a valuable combination of data sources using NTIBN verification, which offers an improved
compromise. In any case, the methodology utilised should carefully consider the existing work done in
that space, and its fit with the roundtable’s needs. The interview with INPEX staff related to their offshore
experience and revealed that they had funded initiatives to produce a directory of majority-owned and
controlled Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander businesses for the Ichthys Project and suggested that
much of the knowledge gained around their approach is now embedded within ICN-NT and NTIBN
capabilities.

Pre-assessment of capabilities and preliminary mapping of
opportunities
Increasingly well-developed methods have been adopted by project operators to assess the level of local
Aboriginal SME capabilities found in a region, to gauge their capacity to take on substantial contracts and
to evaluate their relative business and operational readiness to be involved in specific types of mine or
gas projects. The grey literature consulted shows that, especially in the absence of reliable business
registries, both contractors and operators have had difficulty finding qualified Aboriginal SMEs speedily,
which prevents them from meeting sometimes idealistic targets set by governments which assume that
those businesses are both willing and ready to take the sort of work made available. The faster and the
more reliably such business lists can be built and complemented with comprehensive assessment of
capabilities, the greater the likelihood of successful preparation and uptake of contracts by suitable locals.
Rapid and early assessments of SMEs are important because of the reported challenges faced by major
project operators in getting Aboriginal SMEs ‘in the door’.
According to the literature, experienced project operators have become increasingly conscious of the
tension between their roles in nurturing and encouraging those local businesses, while avoiding the
creation of a sense of entitlement that arises when local Aboriginal workers or SMEs believe they are
utilised simply because of the need to achieve targets and can get away with lower productivity or
standards (Tremblay & Boyle, 2019).
An early pre-assessment process therefore aims to systematically identify the goods and services
categories with potential to be sourced locally, in-project or around the main supply chain initially. It is
important for both operators and SMEs to know quickly where the latter stand as far as readiness and
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cost-competitiveness go. The considerations guiding decisions on whether a contract category is a good
candidate for local procurement by Aboriginal SMEs include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

level of risk to the project of poor performance or non-supply (and the ease of finding affordable
alternatives if this occurs)
reduced costs and other gains associated with geographical proximity
level of technical and managerial complexity
consistency of demand
sustainability of demand post-closure or post-contract
potential for direct job creation in the local community (employing permanent residents)
timeframes for when supply is required.

Consequently, useful planning steps for that stage include:
•
•
•
•
•

•

a comprehensive mapping of local businesses to locate potential suppliers
an analysis of existing capabilities within the business community that are relevant to the
opportunities offered by the operations
to identify gaps and constraints preventing local businesses from accessing these opportunities
a demand and supply analysis used to guide a strategy for each operation
segmenting the suppliers according to whether they appear to meet priority opportunities (which
the ICN-NT (2020b) report aimed to do), against their capacity and capabilities; to ascertain
whether some of them should be targeted to participate in a supplier development program, and
establish if they should be mentored to increase their competitiveness in competitive markets
and qualify for contracts with other clients
consider unbundling; if there is little or no local capability, and there are few demand-side
opportunities, the operators and top contractors could endeavour to unbundle selected standard
contracts to increase ease of access by local Aboriginal SMEs to work packages for which they
offer a good ‘fit’ and might be advantaged through local procurement (discussed further in this
chapter). If such opportunities do not exist, the company should consider investing in basic
entrepreneurial capability across other business sectors as part of its community business
investment program.

Companies have designed a range of tools to help determine which businesses could benefit most from
the opportunity to participate in local supply chains, which involve mapping of local SMEs. Again, the
INPEX experience pointed at cumulative and progressive instances of identifying, assessing, engaging, and
building a database on the capacity of local ATSI businesses to build a realistic visioning of expectations
and expected steps towards improvements.

Facilitating participation in the procurement process: removing
barriers
Local Aboriginal SMEs face significant difficulties in securing work, either through winning tenders or
approaching project operators and accessing purchase orders. For small and emerging businesses, the
costs associated with obtaining pre-qualification for tenders is a significant burden with no guarantee of
work. At the most basic level, resource operators can offer time from some of their staff to assist a
positively engaged Aboriginal business develop the necessary policies and procedures to pre-qualify. Any
assistance linked to business standards (accountability and business process recognition), health and
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safety standards (critical in most fields and vital around oil and gas) and environmental standards (more
complex and specific to distinct packages or work scopes), can be very helpful and constitutes a first step
towards addressing such hurdles significant for SMEs.
In the broad Beetaloo context with multiple projects, it might be feasible and would perhaps be
economical to consider a regional standardised and package-based approach. This would make sense if
processes were relatively similar across operators, and those could in turn be imposed on main
contractors. Given that operators in general attempt to pass on the task of certifying compliance along
the supply chain (to ensure compatible standards), it might be possible to standardise it for the region. It
appears worthwhile having leading project stakeholders (operators and major contractors) examine that
possibility and clarify within the planning roundtable process their compliance provisions in a first
instance. If sufficiently comparable, there would be benefits to harmonise them and develop a
coordinated process which would facilitate the SMEs’ ability to identify compliance needs for a variety of
packages and contexts.
As often commented on in the literature, it is critical that the framework or roundtable strives to
constructively enhance Aboriginal SME’s commercial competitiveness and business sustainability, rather
than provide guaranteed facilitation that can create dependency and under-performance. Many forms of
support already provided by governments exist notionally to help with generic businesses improvements,
such as appropriate management systems, health and safety standards and procedures, and assistance
with technical advice. But the roundtable is better placed to provide remote Aboriginal SMEs with projectspecific advice, including ways of overcoming cost disadvantages associated with scale diseconomies,
improving access to capital, and generating supportive forms of engagement for Aboriginal SMEs – which
do not undermine incentives to achieve high productivity.
The following initiatives brought up in the literature constitute options that ought to be considered:
•

•

•

Building internal cross-cultural capacity (an internal corporate culture that values engaging
Aboriginal businesses) at all levels with the acquisition of skills such as cross-cultural
competencies. Most resources operators operating in remote Aboriginal regions nowadays
undertake such activities, appoint specialist mentors and liaison managers; and attempt to shape
the behaviour of their tier-1 contractors in pursuing similar objectives. The literature suggests
that cross-cultural capabilities are particularly valuable when directly connected to an industry
and provided by individuals with direct familiarity with the settings in which business or work
interactions occur, rather than generic cultural training.
Resources operators should strive for early, transparent and engaged communications with
Aboriginal suppliers coordinated through the business inclusion framework, possibly in a
formalised manner. This should extend to following up with unsuccessful bidders to identify areas
for improvement and provide insight into how to navigate opportunities within their supply chain.
Feedback on negative outcomes is key to ongoing learning and business improvements.
When specific forms of assistance are provided to local SMEs, the nature, duration and limitations
should be clearly identified from the start, given the objective of ensuring that SMEs aim to
operate competitively (at least against each other) in the near future and are not shielded from
competitive forces in the longer run. Early clarity about the duration and extent of support is
desirable for both operators, contractors and SMEs.
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•

•

•

•

In addition to the assembly and production of lists discussed in the previous section, the
identification of enterprises, assessment of their capabilities and judgments about their capacity
could be shared among gas operators and related contractors connected to the broad Beetaloo
region within the coordination framework or roundtable. Some literature supports informationsharing of that type, although it might entail privacy issues thus restricting its workability by
commercial confidentiality. But it could be valuable if it avoids duplications of efforts and SME
fatigue. Those SMEs might otherwise be expected to approach many operators and have to
repeat the process with multiple operators and contractors. It is probably in the interests of the
smallest and most vulnerable SMEs to ensure such a system exists and is well-managed and
reliably coordinated or governed. Given the time and visibility disadvantages they face when
trying to engage with large operators, otherwise competitive SMEs would gain from a process
ensuring that their reputations are based on actual performance rather than lack of visibility.
Alternative systematic identification measures can be used by operators to distinguish potential
local businesses, including the production of lists, directories or registries produced by business
associations, chambers of commerce or government-sponsored organisations such as ICN which
hold databases incorporating confidential information and subjective assessments of readiness.
The latter often involves physically visiting local commercial and industrial areas, tapping into
local informal networks, and asking existing suppliers to recommend others in different
industries.
Modifying contract documentation and conditions is sometimes suggested as advantageous for
remote Aboriginal SMEs with limited experience of procurement procedures around major
technical projects such as oil and gas. Smaller Aboriginal businesses have fewer resources, so any
initiative that makes the tenders process easier and less costly has a relative beneficial impact.
One example is to allow longer deadlines for responding to tenders or informing Aboriginal SMEs
earlier to extend preparation time. Dedicated tender preparation training or workshops open to
all (or sometimes only local-Aboriginal) prospective bidders can assist them in comprehending
the process and the project operator’s standards and requirements. Such measures need to be
coupled with engagement initiatives such as assistance for potential small suppliers in how to
tender. Various types of modifications can be relevant as long as they don’t undermine future
commercial competitiveness. They are sometimes accompanied with efforts to improve English
literacy, numeracy, and financial literacy, that contribute to long-term learning rather than
ongoing dependence on support.
A regional business inclusion framework or roundtable is well-positioned to map and share some
of the knowledge of demand and processes held by operators and contractors to ensure a level
playing field around ‘contracting intelligence’. This could include information about forthcoming
project developments and insights into type and specification of works that may become
available, the types of attributes likely to determine success, and the types of joint ventures that
might be advantageous. Given that Aboriginal groups need sufficient time to mobilise resources
to be ready for any tenders or expressions of interest and hold little ‘slack’ in their organisations,
they would require excess valuable time to find out what larger competitors already know.
Project operators can utilise the roundtable to instigate appropriate networks with relevant
Aboriginal groups and businesses fitting specific needs, and chart information on the companies’
sourcing procedures and knowledge of criteria for selection of tenders can be disseminated. The
literature suggests that communicating (and regularly updating) a forward demand map allows
potential Aboriginal businesses to target work that they have adequate capacity for, to signal
their interest to operators and/or to make investments to build the necessary capability.
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Dedicated tender preparation training or hosting tender workshops with Aboriginal groups can
assist with increasing understanding of the process and the project company’s standards and
requirements.

Facilitating participation in the procurement process: boosting
readiness
It is nowadays leading practice for resource companies to devote personnel and resources to contributing
directly by enhancing the capability (or capacity) of existing Aboriginal businesses. This can occur in a
number of ways specific to the needs’ assessment made by operators and SMEs themselves, once
agreement is reached over prospective SME development pathways, the domains to target (within
construction, production, infrastructure, specific packages within the supply chain, etc.) and when a joint
commitment is made towards long-term objectives.
It is clear from the literature that many local-Aboriginal SMEs want the opportunity to perform and strive
for higher level capabilities as they aspire to be part of large contracts rather than tenders for small and
low-skill jobs. Many SMEs feel that resources company personnel make unilateral judgements about the
capacity of their businesses to fulfil a particular contract and overlook possible strategic responses
Aboriginal businesses may adopt to meet contract demands such as aided preparation or various types
of collaboration. This might be due to lack of awareness by some operators and contractors of the
capacity and resources available to local SMEs or to historical bias. It is clear that the information transfer
problem might apply both ways if SMEs do not fully understand what criteria tier 1 contractors are likely
to base their judgments on for specific contracts. Local SMEs might not communicate their own strategies
to overcome local disadvantages, indicate their competitive intentions, and do not take steps to ‘signal’
appropriately their access to assets and capabilities. These are issues that a local business inclusion
roundtable should be able to anticipate, plan for and openly advance.
The following options are often considered in the literature, and should be part of the menu of actions a
Beetaloo business inclusion framework should be carefully considering:
•

•

Sponsoring local Aboriginal businesses to work with small business skills development
organisations to meet pre-qualification requirements and become familiar with management
systems expected (by resource operators) and to setup contract-ready accounting processes. The
literature suggests this can be based on adapting pre-existing prequalification tool kits, on
mentoring by individuals with specific expertise in the major project context of contracting and
work packages (with advice from businesspeople rather than public servants or academics),
and/or undertaking Aboriginal business incubation to take advantage of known demands,
potentially in a trial format.
Mentoring, hands-on or in-house is universally strongly supported and should be tailored to the
individual needs of each SME. Mentors are essentially coaches who teach and motivate SMEs
about how to deliver goods and services to contract specifications and how to increase their
ongoing competitiveness. Hands-on mentoring involves regular one-on-one support to the SMEs
to expose them to global technical and business best practices through field visits to successful
peer companies locally. In-house mentoring entails comprehensive attempts to shape an SME to
address capabilities, capacity and cost aspects that would bring them close to specific project
requirements and local conditions, effectively closing the gap with more experienced non-local
businesses. As SMEs generally have limited experience in working in a world-class contracting

Chapter 2: Strengthening Aboriginal business development in the Beetaloo, P Tremblay 2020

127

•

environment, or in some cases with working with large companies, they benefit from
experiencing early the actual contracting environment and sharing knowledge about best
practices in their field. Project operators must communicate to SME owners what business
improvements are required for the latter to transition from regional to mainstream economic
competition. Mentors also motivate and support local entrepreneurs during difficult times, such
as when they must implement changes within their organisations to grow or diversify.
It is often recommended for operators to try to ‘normalise’ interactions with local-Aboriginal
SMEs and embody those in the larger project’s culture, which is clearly a role for the roundtable.
This can be facilitated by setting up dedicated steering committees and coordinated programs
(within the key group of operators and main contractors) to manage, monitor and evaluate
progress around local contract readiness activities. This also requires the active participation of
SMEs, who must increasingly ‘own’ those activities, play an active role in their development and
become willing to demonstrate progress in their business practices, rather than become
complacent and treat such forms of assistance as entitlements.

Highly developed practices from leading organisations in Canada have promoted advocacy platforms
operating beyond the project’s confines and provide tools and activities aimed at supporting the entire
resources sector’s relationships with Aboriginal businesses and elevating Aboriginal enterprises to
perform as closely to the mainstream standards as possible. Some of these roles and institutional
practices conceived for Canada’s context could be implemented at the regional level:
•
•

•

•

•

Aboriginal Procurement Champions: a high-profile group of corporations committing to
increasing opportunities for Aboriginal businesses to participate in their supply chains
Aboriginal Procurement Campaign: a (national or broad) campaign that leverages the profile of
the Champions Group to encourage widespread engagement in Aboriginal procurement, leading
to more organisations joining the Champions Group and creating more procurement
opportunities
Certified Aboriginal Businesses (CAB): growing the already-existing directory of Certified
Aboriginal Businesses. This designation provides organisations and communities with the
assurance that Aboriginal procurement opportunities are going to businesses who have been
independently pre-certified as at least 51% Aboriginal owned and controlled. Most operators in
Canada regard the CAB designation useful for enhancing Aboriginal procurement outcomes.
Aboriginal Procurement Marketplace: a two-way directory (or information exchange) consisting
of Certified Aboriginal Businesses that can be readily engaged by corporations, and the listing of
procurement opportunities posted by corporates to connect Aboriginal businesses to
opportunities they might be seeking but are not available on conventional procurement platforms
Aboriginal Procurement Best Practices: sharing of Aboriginal procurement success stories to
enable more Aboriginal businesses and corporations to better work together to increase
Aboriginal procurement outcomes.

In addition, two significant strategic mechanisms play important roles in supporting local-Aboriginal SMEs
around procurement learning and facilitating contract implementation. They are briefly discussed within
this theme because they were mentioned by interviewees as valid forms of support to enhance readiness.

Joint ventures
Joint ventures with experienced businesses present several advantages for learning and attending to
capacity or capability gaps that are worth considering but might also entail costs and risks that SMEs must
Chapter 2: Strengthening Aboriginal business development in the Beetaloo, P Tremblay 2020

128

carefully consider. Entering unincorporated joint ventures can assist Aboriginal businesses to bridge
perceived capacity gaps, including accessing capital and equipment. Some Aboriginal businesses have
reported long-lasting positive outcomes and great learning benefits from such partnerships, while others
complained about how they remained largely silent partners with little participation in project
management. In some of the worst cases, limited accounting transparency led to fraudulent attribution
of unrelated costs (to the venture) exposing the vulnerable local SME to bankruptcy.
Success is reliant on the joint venture being a genuine partnership with active Aboriginal participation in
governance, strategic activities, and operational management, with the Aboriginal business personnel
and assets being employed directly on the project. Ideally, participation in a well-executed joint venture
with well-established mainstream contractors provides a point of entry into the supply chain that can
endure, but it is likely that the SME participant entered because of well-identified business shortcomings
they were trying to overcome. In the context of specific gas projects, the Aboriginal business aims to gain
experience with the tender process, to improve its implementation of non-technical requirements, such
as health and safety management systems, to raise its technical capabilities, and to achieve recognition
by establishing a positive reputation. For the non-Aboriginal partner, the venture is largely rationalised
by increasing the chance of winning the tender due to the participation of the Aboriginal joint venture
partner, and perhaps other non-commercial objectives.

Contractor payment protocols
Although they apply later in the process (after contract has been fulfilled), contractor payment protocols
can help address a different type of local-Aboriginal SME disadvantages impacting their ability to
sustainably participate in major project contracts. The literature reports that small Aboriginal businesses
wanting to demonstrate their effectiveness and their ability to operate on very tight profit margins are at
a disadvantage when they barely break-even in order to win an initial contract, and aspire to gain the
confidence of major operators or tier 1 contractors over a number of repeated assignments. Their lack of
cash reserves means that they are at particular high risk of finding themselves facing cash flow difficulties.
In theory, payment terms from contractors involve three to six month waiting periods for payment,
following invoice submission. In practice, operators and contractors might find themselves delayed in
making payments for a number of reasons outside their control, the burden of which falls unfairly on the
local SMEs.
This could be addressed in theory by institutional arrangements facilitating access to bank overdrafts (as
claimed by some banking sector interviewees), but this remains a partial and one-sided solution. The
Origin Energy NT Inquiry submission (discussed in greater detail in Appendices 2 and 4 – see Schubert
(2018)) claims that this operator is a signatory to the Business Council of Australia’s Voluntary Supplier
Payment Code applicable to procurement policies in the NT, which include specific payment terms
towards SMEs to address this acknowledged issue detrimental to the latter. In other regions, they have
offered even more favourable payment terms for partnering Indigenous suppliers and for small business
suppliers participating in the Regional Buy Program for APLNG upstream operations. So, while
institutional solutions have emerged and some operators specifically endorse them, this will remain
problematic unless the greater part of major contractors are also compelled to act. Origin Energy
‘encourages’ major contractors in their supply chain to adopt the same payment terms they themselves
offer through the use of participation plans (which cover a number of aspects of local Indigenous SME
procurement, of employment and of community engagement). It is recommended that a local-Aboriginal
business inclusion roundtable supports similar terms to become the norm for SME contracting in the
Beetaloo, and ensure a level playing field in that domain.
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Facilitating participation in the procurement process: openly
advantaging local Aboriginal SMEs
This section considers a few mechanisms used by operators (and tier-1 contractors as discussed further
below in this chapter) to give a procurement advantage to local Aboriginal SMEs in selected domains or
work scopes where it has been jointly agreed the latter would benefit from a reasonably accommodating
entry point. Given the long-term objective of supporting SMEs to become competitive, it also aims not to
undermine competitive forces, as long as it can be shown to temporarily help tackling identified local SME
disadvantages, to allow for a transition into mainstream operations and supports sustainable regional
economic objectives. This type of negotiated procurement facilitation circumvents bureaucratic
imposition of unilateral hard targets by government that present significant drawbacks in the form of
bureaucratic failures, risks and the inability of government agencies to prepare and administer
appropriate and viable work scopes, a task better left to operators cognisant of everchanging production,
technological and skills requirements (Tremblay & Boyle, 2018; 2019). Governments can impose arbitrary
blanket targets around social objectives they favour provisionally which create more distortions than they
help. In contrast, targeted preferential contracting within project planning is widely accepted as a useful
practice if undertaken transparently (with open and clear communications within the targeted group) and
deemed provisional. It is the internal responsibility of the project operators to ensure such measures do
not weaken due process and safeguard the general principles that guide ethical procurement, such as
fairness, equity, transparency, competitiveness, and cost-effectiveness – all of which sit within the
boundaries of project operators’ own contracting framework.
The specialised literature suggests that, although it might appear to encroach on the operators’
established business systems, it might be desirable in the long run for large resource companies to modify
their procurement policies. They suggest the adoption of processes that place equal emphasis and
accountability on increased outcomes for Aboriginal business participation as on delivering commodities
and financial returns for shareholders. Many of the policy options and implementation methodologies
found in the local procurement literature describe ways of modifying conventional procurement
processes to enhance local supplier accessibility to company supply chains. The alignment of corporate
policy with local enterprise development objectives can greatly enhance the effectiveness of local
procurement initiatives by formalising the mandate of personnel involved in procurement and allowing
for greater operational clarity.
This may translate into modifying the organisation's procurement policy or the development of a specific
project-level policy framework relating to local procurement, for which a range of modified options can
be adopted to encourage Aboriginal participation in a project’s supply chain. In the context of the
Beetaloo, the ICN-NT (2020b) analysis suggests that some areas of application identified across
construction, production, infrastructure and extended supply chain would warrant targeted preferencing.
That way preferential treatment is applied only where it makes sense to do so, takes into account existing
capabilities and local SME aspirations and does not undermine operators’ (or contractors’) ability to retain
ultimate decisions and own choices as projects unfold. The latter must retain some flexibility as they
unavoidably deal with unpredictable local difficulties and changes in external conditions, that call for
changes of pace, different methodologies or strategic approaches. All this can occur if a local business
inclusion framework exists which brings together all parties and facilitates real-world problem-solving
rather than extensive planning. This is important because pressures on local-Aboriginal SMEs will occur
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from uncontrollable demand fluctuations which they can find especially challenging, while larger
corporations can absorb local shocks by redeploying staff and assets. For instance, SMEs as a group might
protest about lack of access to contracts or about their scale shortcomings in many projects, but they
equally get overwhelmed by the size of large contracts proposed to them at the last minute, and for
projects that can be somewhat outside their core business capacity. Mismatch between resource
company demands and Aboriginal suppliers’ services can generate frustrations on both sides of the
contractual negotiations, and the processes described earlier in this section (communications,
agreements of targets and definitions, pre-qualifications, business registries, etc.) ultimately constitute
steps to demarcate the domains and circumstances of potentially fruitful commercial interactions.
Typical preferencing practices that have been used and believed to be effective in different contexts are
briefly described below. All of these could potentially be considered to be in the menu of options available
for various tiers of local businesses identified earlier, depending on the capacity of SMEs, their ability to
adapt, and the likely regularity of various needs. Some practices can involve intricate adjustment and
impose management and transaction costs on the procuring business and the applicants. These include:
•

•

•

‘Set-asides’ refer to the provision of specific contracts exclusively for local Aboriginal businesses
where skills levels are not believed to be an issue overall. Domains such as janitorial and/or
security services, and some aspects of construction, have traditionally been perceived as perhaps
less lucrative but easily manageable for local SMEs. While such preferential contracting might be
perceived as demeaning (compared to more lucrative fields like electrical services or drilling), the
literature reports that even those domains have been found difficult to deliver by SMEs in
competitive markets where large, specialised businesses from outside could outcompete them
on costs and reliability. In fact, sole sourcing through local SMEs is not considered a good idea for
operators if the services are essential and subcontractors costly to replace. Partnerships or
reservations constitute safer options in those circumstances. ‘Reservation’ refers to situations
where a proportion of contract value is reserved for execution by local enterprises (i.e. local
Aboriginal SMEs in the Beetaloo) but not the entire contract. This allows for potentially quick and
visible inclusion gains, provides an entry point for SMEs into wider participation in project
procurement (as they might bid for other procurement areas), yet alleviates risks for operators
who do not depend exclusively on local SMEs. As the latter might not be able to cope with service
expectations and increasing demands on capacity while progressively lowering costs as
anticipated in large projects, reservations might constitute a valuable compromise.
‘Purchase orders’ represent a variation on the theme above. They constitute an effective sourcing
option used by leading resource companies when they allow demand managers to purchase work
services on a smaller scale with lower business risk, usually in non-production areas. Purchase
order systems offer greater flexibility than highly prescriptive procurement systems and give
demand managers an opportunity to informally engage and work with locally based Aboriginal
businesses until they perceive the latter are ready to compete for larger work packages.
Setting ‘targets’ within larger contracts or requesting that top tier contractors produce an
Aboriginal participation strategy or plan (in the same way governments sometimes request it
from resource companies) pushes the onus of embedding local-Aboriginal SMEs in broad work
scopes of those large intermediaries. This transfers some of the risks associated with potential
price fluctuations, uncertainty around the time, cost and quality aspects of contract delivery
towards top contractors. This might in turn affect their own calculations and bids. Such provisions
are sometimes complemented with the requirement that non-local suppliers enter joint ventures
with local suppliers.
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•

•

To avoid coercing contractors into unwanted partnerships, ‘unbundling’ is often proposed as a
mechanism to divide large contracts into a number of smaller packages. This makes sense in
particular for both construction and operational contracts that can target the existing skills and
capabilities of the businesses, and split those from elements they could not compete in. This is an
effective way for Aboriginal businesses to gain operational experience in the extractive resources
sector without making excessively abrupt changes to their business structures. Breaking off
chunks of large contracts allows Aboriginal businesses to build capacity step by step and progress
to larger contracts and reduce scale diseconomies they face as SMEs. There are of course resource
implications for extractive companies to manage unbundled contracts and they will undertake
such a process only when suitable work scopes are identified within the reach of local SMEs. There
are likely to be additional requirements for internal resources, which must be justified in terms
of the broader business case and preferencing policies of the operator. Concurrently,
disaggregation of contracts into smaller pieces can also encourage greater local competition
where there are several suitable local suppliers for specific components, and it can result in lower
prices which assist in offsetting administrative costs associated with managing those smaller
contracts. Of interest in the context of the Beetaloo, some types of contracts can be unbundled
along geographical lines when supply of a service is required at several locations sufficiently
distant from each other. SMEs already located at or near the respective supply points may have
comparative advantages over larger enterprises operating from a fixed location. This approach
could be applicable for multi-site (and possibly extended to multi-operator) operations where
access between sites is poor, difficult to predict or costly. There are some potential cost
disadvantages which need to be considered when pursuing an unbundling strategy. These include
an additional administrative burden to manage an increased number of contracts, and
coordinating production and technological inter-dependencies. The potential for less consistency
across administrative functions could also result in reduced effectiveness of project coordination
and management. Operators are ultimately best-placed to gauge whether unbundling is likely to
create inappropriate division of responsibilities, an increased contractual risk, duplication of
establishment charges and even bring about underutilisation of resources.
‘Weighted tender criteria’ constitutes a comparatively subtle and somewhat costly to administer
price preferencing process that aims to provide a direct advantage to remote SMEs. The general
principle entails balancing the pros and cons of local SMEs’ participation against the cost
advantages of outsiders, and assigning higher preference weightings to local businesses in
subsequent competitive bidding processes. Bestowing preferences to local firms for the award of
tenders in that manner as part of procurement rules is by far the most common means of
implementing local content policies. Preferences for local contractors and suppliers are typically
set at a given level (e.g. 7.5 per cent, 10 per cent or even 15 per cent) of the contract price. The
selection of the preference level can be subjective or arbitrary initially and adjusted with time (in
subsequent procurement events) to reflect perceptions around outcome achievements and
possibly to address inadequate local participation. Effectively, a local supplier (from a specific
category as in Figure 2.1) will draw a preference discount which external competitors will not
secure, which results in indirect assistance towards securing contracts. However, there can be
disadvantages to price preferencing particularly in imperfect market conditions where local
enterprises may become skilled at expecting and at using the subsidy provided by the preference
mechanism and end up charging higher than ‘normal prices’.

As major oil and gas operators around the Beetaloo will have to deploy many work scopes and packages
and aid target enterprises presenting different levels of priority (as in Figure 2.1), they might need to mix
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and match the various approaches described above to achieve the right level of local-Aboriginal content
and competitive pressures to reduce costs.

Managing high-level contractors
The effectiveness of major operators’ business engagement and inclusion strategies depends on two
inter-related aspects. Clearly their own procurement efficiency is critical as they seek to obtain the best
contractors for the job in terms of speed, reliability, quality, and cost-price. But also, the extent to which
they can align those contractors’ own sub-procurement implementation with the local content objectives
they have themselves committed towards. Tier-1 (and possibly tiers-2 or -3) contractors themselves
likewise must deal with the expected strain between delivering services on the most competitive terms
(which is what they must demonstrate to get selected for the tenders) and including local SMEs within
relevant scopes of work. Those contractors will often have been invited formally or informally, and
possibly compelled to enter prior agreements with relevant parties (regional communities, major
operators, and local SMEs) regarding local SME inclusion. To be sure, lower-level or intermediate
contractors not only face ongoing competitive pressures to increase productivity as the project advances,
but also must meaningfully incorporate a variety of local-Aboriginal SMEs due to agreements that did not
involve them in the first place. They enter the projects with engagements to connect with SMEs they
often do not know well. They must adopt practices allowing for their inclusion in work scopes negotiated
and selected prior to their own engagement with the project. And they themselves bear much of the risks
resulting from the possibility of unsatisfactory delivery if the external context changes, or if those SMEs
turn out to be inept for the work intended, or from wasting time and human resources attempting to
attract uninterested SMEs. Much of the preparatory steps discussed above around building registries,
pre-assessing readiness and capabilities, verifying local-Aboriginal status, etc. necessarily facilitate that
part of their jobs. These should be understood as essential for contractors play a key role in bridging the
business inclusion aspirations jointly negotiated by major operators and local-Aboriginal SMEs.
Contractors sometimes take the blame when local-Aboriginal work participation expectations around
remote major projects are not fulfilled, or they become automatically distrusted if those expectations are
excessively met, which in some instances lead to suspicion of deceitful practices or deceptive reporting
(Tremblay & Boyle, 2019). Yet, the challenges they encounter in the most extreme situations are likely
attributable to public procurement mechanisms featuring unreasonable employment targets that have
been imposed by government agencies seeking to be seen as adequately ambitious. When such excessive
targets occur across unfitting job categories or skill levels, where attracting and retaining local Aboriginal
workers is very difficult, they result in desperate attempts to find suitable candidates, workers, or
businesses. Effectively the burden of fulfilling those unreasonable targets is typically pushed down the
supply-contracting chain in a recurrent manner, from higher-level contract brokers to lower-level
contractors. Therefore, the lower or intermediate-level contractors face undue squeeze and struggle to
break even (MSV & CCAB, 2016a; Tremblay & Boyle, 2018; 2019).
The co-involvement of contractors and operators in addressing business inclusion goals is increasingly
accepted as a necessary step towards social licence effectiveness but can be difficult to successfully
implement. What is widely recognised is the need for explicit and proactive actions around that strategic
need. The interview with INPEX (see case study in Chapter 3) ascertained that, as such an operator
involved in offshore production, they deemed it necessary to go beyond simply documenting the
requirement for tier-1 contractors to consider local business content aspects within their respective
contracts. They requested plans, conducted meetings and interacted regularly with multiple key highChapter 2: Strengthening Aboriginal business development in the Beetaloo, P Tremblay 2020
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level contractors to ensure local-Aboriginal participation would occur. They also stated that efforts to put
pressure downwards on multiple contracting levels requires continuing attention during the life of the
project and can be facilitated by the appointment of dedicated staff if momentum is to be maintained
and SME work scopes to eventually broaden.
The Beetaloo complexity and regional disparity would require that leading practices in that domain be
considered, which would entail as many as possible of the following simple elements:
•

including local content dimensions (i.e. business reputation and intent) in the tender selection
process by weighing key procurement elements. For instance, using prequalification processes to
ensure top tier contractors have appropriate capabilities in engaging, subcontracting or
partnering with local firms. This entails verifying that they have:
o track records of working with local firms (and evidence of the impact of this expertise on
these firms’ overall marketability)
o experience of developing the capacity of local suppliers and subcontractors (e.g. own
accountability systems, cost-efficiency, reliability)
o experience in enhancing ‘community content’ (i.e. employment, skills development, and
procurement opportunities for remote communities directly affected by major projects).

•
•
•
•
•

•
•

demanding a local-Aboriginal businesses’ inclusion plan from contractors, with a process of
feedback and adjustments
requiring full/partial participation of contractors in local business framework/roundtable
meetings (at least those in charge of work scopes where SME inclusion expectations reside)
seeking full cooperation with monitoring of contractors’ progress by operators, and reporting (for
key contracts) to the roundtable
rewarding, incentivising and/or addressing areas depending on performance
reporting on effectiveness (and on gained experience) by contractors leaving the project, to
operators so the latter can pass on useful learnings to upcoming contractors in subsequent
phases
optionally (see pros and cons above) consider entering into a joint venture with a local-Aboriginal
SME
consider (and potentially undertake mapping and assessment of) options to obtain supplies,
materials and locally distributed manufactured articles from local-Aboriginal enterprises.

Idealistically, this should extend to fostering a ‘shared project inclusion aspiration’ to explore new
opportunities (as they arise) with the local-Aboriginal SMEs and result in an explicit aim to increase the
breadth and depth of opportunities available to them. Working with lower-level contractors in charge of
the real ‘on the ground’ activity within extractive projects, is where much strategic learning is likely to
occur. It is of great benefit to the region in terms of being directly related to aspirations of mainstream
economic participation, and initiates networks that could be valuable to local SMEs in the long run. While
it has not traditionally been the area of expertise of contractors to focus on Aboriginal/local participation,
this is changing in remote areas in particular (see Tremblay & Boyle, 2019). It is also becoming a source
of competitive advantage in remote regions where Aboriginal communities and businesses have
increasingly rising expectations. Current thinking is that there is a need for both operators (with clear
social licence operational knowledge) and contractors (with key practical capabilities and superior
understanding of technical requirements) to continuously cooperate in overseeing how those domains
co-evolve, so as to maintain the right mix of dissimilar types required to support local SMEs.
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For instance, it is well established that large companies operating resource projects are highly sensitive
to many forms of risk, although they are more willing or better prepared to deal with some categories
with the potential to affect their reputation rather than others. In particular, and to a degree because of
government regulation, they have increasingly focused on their track records for upholding health and
safety requirements, environmental compliance standards, which entail policing the business soundness
of their own subcontractors. A roundtable established to coordinate jointly local content and Aboriginal
participation efforts (reaching into infrastructure-related regional economic activity) would play a
valuable role if it leads to unbundling of work packages, allowing top contractors to test SME capabilities
prior to providing entry points and creating pathways into more risk-sensitive domains or project sites.
Some experienced operators have systems and processes in place that give formal weighting to Aboriginal
and local content in their procurement selection procedure. This allows them to manage the inherent
risk-related tension between the drive to reduce cost, to maximise productivity and to maintain high
health and safety standards and confront their social responsibility objectives linked to regional inclusion.
It is possible that top tier contractors are also moving in that direction, but at a different pace given they
are increasingly dealing with similar ongoing tensions and competing responsibilities. Some of them
would benefit from greater clarity around evolving expectations in those domains, and from access to
contemporary practices and systems allowing them to manage risks, and to demonstrate performance
improvements incorporating local SME inclusion. As claimed in Appendix 2, given the prevalent
uncertainty surrounding the feasibility and extent of the Beetaloo opportunity, it might be the case that
potential to generate sustainable benefits for local Aboriginal SMEs remains itself equally uncertain. It
would be difficult, and thereby politically risky for operators and contractors, to commit to assorted highly
subjective and sometimes unrealistic aspirations on one end (for instance when based on speculative
targets or bureaucratic directives). It might also to the contrary turn out to be a relatively straightforward,
and therefore unnecessary, objective if the size and breadth of the project dwarfs the number of SMEs
found to be interested or capable of participating (as the ICN-NT (2020b) report suggests). In the latter
case, the problem for both operators and contractors will be to make the case for local Aboriginal SMEs
to initially interact with the roundtable to become cognisant of opportunities and open direct discussion
channels with operators and contractors. Some would ultimately remain indirectly connected with the
overall project (perhaps involved mainly in infrastructure activity) and others would pursue specific
directions for which they have declared their interest, backed by sustainable ambitions and support
provided through the roundtable. Given the limited grasp of the overall opportunity’s nature and size,
and the unreasonable expectations frequently arising from both the general public and government
officials about how to approach it, it is imperative to restrict arbitrary (and sometimes political) opinions
from interfering with the confidential and delicate decisions that must be made ‘in-time’ to maintain a
reasonable level of performance across the wide range of objectives.

Advancing the sustainability of local-Aboriginal SMEs and
preparing for the long-run
Documented concerns around the relatively short boom-bust cycles associated with unconventional gas
construction activities apply to most types of region. To this day, those cycles continue to catch local
businesses and communities unaware and insufficiently prepared (Measham et al., 2019). The case of
coal seam gas in Queensland displays in that respect strong similarities with some of the US experiences
(Kelsey et al., 2016). The precipitous demand for work associated with the initial construction boom
would be overwhelmingly attention-consuming for regional SMEs active in that field, and its temporary
nature would be unlikely to attract enough deliberations to ascertain what would constitute each
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business’ appropriate long-term strategy. Yet such a surge of demand for various works in a remote region
can occur and might suddenly benefit local-Aboriginal business participation irrespective of any strategic
initiative or policies to facilitate their inclusion. But this would suggest that such fickle demand could
recede just as abruptly and leave those SMEs with a limited legacy. Although project operators themselves
claim in inquiry submissions and in interviews (Tremblay & Boyle, 2019) that they intend to nurture
Aboriginal businesses and develop schemes to assist their sustained development as part of their social
licence, it is often the case that the commodity cycle will have moved on by the time regional business
capacity is developed. Hence, many SMEs are likely to miss the boat in the highly competitive
procurement game insofar as the construction boom itself is concerned.
Surviving a resources downturn requires agility and particular ability to respond to scalable demand in an
operational setting, which favours larger multi-site and multi-contract competitors. It is well accepted
that undertaking such adjustments is extremely challenging for any SME and leads to high insolvency
rates irrespective of industry and location. Adding the remote context, the resources-dependent regional
setting, and the inadequate past exposure to mainstream market institutions experienced by remote
Aboriginal SMEs, this can only make them even more vulnerable as businesses. It is indeed the case that
some large resources operators familiar with remote regions’ reality explicitly discourage local SMEs from
building unwarranted aspirations to work ‘in the industry’ (in particular oil and gas). In some cases, they
warn against over-investing in dedicated equipment and specialised skills during a boom because they
have a clearer grasp of operational time frames (as claimed by such interviewees in Tremblay and Boyle
(2019). Depending on their level of readiness and ability to handle greater capacity than normal, some
local SMEs will instead be urged, and sometimes supported, by project operators to consider alternatives
contractual opportunities that would better prepare them for the reality of an upcoming bust and offer
post-boom contract prospects.
In contrast to the understandable emphasis placed on readiness to grow in the early parts of this chapter,
the boom-bust sobering reality calls to mind the overall tension between the pressing need for some
SMEs to build capacity to take on larger construction contracts allowing them to compete with bigger
outside enterprises against the need for many others to not over-invest, and preferably exploit indirect
opportunities on the periphery of the project. Managing those opposite forces at the regional level
appears wise. A legitimate regional goal is to dampen excessive duplications in, and undesirable price
inflation around, the acquisition of human and capital assets by local SMEs during the boom time,
especially if they prove difficult to redeploy to alternative uses when the project demands slow down. A
regional approach to planning local content inclusion in the form of a roundtable should play a beneficial
role for the sake of anticipating and adjusting to intense regional boom-bust cycles. Regions generally
undertake to plan investments supporting regional diversification objectives, in ways that take advantage
of the boom time opportunities and attempt to trigger economic transformation, but this might be a
considerable challenge for the Beetaloo.
The typical government keenness to see such projects impact positively on remote regions generally ends
up building up expectations around the ability of most local SMEs to benefit, grow and convert their
business to become more sophisticated and key drivers of industry modernisation. The Canadian mining
industry literature provides a few exceptional examples of Aboriginal businesses who began at the lowskill or physical labour end of the spectrum (with contracts in catering, janitorial or construction services
for instance), and then moved on to more advanced training-based capabilities and sometimes from
construction to production. These can be portrayed as success stories demonstrating an initial step into
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the highly technical environment of mining. Indeed, such circumstances allowed those businesses to
develop gradually and take advantage of partnerships to scale up and transition into more technical and
management-focused services (MSV & CCAB, 2016a, p.37). But that literature also reveals that remote
businesses who successfully increased their involvement in mainstream resource projects profited
strongly from effective partnerships with larger mainstream businesses. And in some cases, they
appeared to have remained dependent on those larger partners for access to contracts. So, despite those
few anecdotally reported cases, stories of evolving and branching out SMEs might be the exception rather
than the rule. Canadian research peeking into indirect data and evidence claim that throughout the life
of most mining projects, there is a statistical overabundance of local-Aboriginal SMEs associated with
rudimentary construction and camp services (such as janitorial and catering), which is clearly
unsustainable for those business cohorts once the construction boom is over and they compete with each
other for the few remaining local opportunities.
Even if the urgency of preparing for post-project (or bust) future is appreciated by experienced and
forward-looking Canadian Aboriginal SMEs conscious of the need to imagine a different type of economic
prosperity beyond the life of the project, it is a particularly challenging task to bring those SMEs together
to collaborate and examine how resource operators could contribute to transforming the regional
economic landscape. The SMEs themselves will pursue different aspirations and agendas, as is expected
when diversification brings a broader range of possibilities. Some might attempt and successfully achieve
a greater level of operational sophistication thanks to their participation in the resource project. Then the
project opportunity would have given them a longer-term competitive advantage in their chosen area of
operation. Others could pursue new partnerships that promote regional development elsewhere, which
could be a potential catalyst for economic growth if and when they return.
Typically, some seek involvement in major and local infrastructure projects aiming to address remote
living needs and achieve greater connections with the rest of the economy, a precondition to enhanced
diversification. For instance, there is a strong acceptance in Northern Canada that greater inter-regional
connectivity is desirable to support local businesses to compete elsewhere within the broad ‘Northern
economy’ and infrastructure facilitating such connectivity is largely supported. This allows SMEs with
useful capabilities to find work in neighbouring regions when they face a bust back home. Remote regions
attempt to balance the need for decreasing isolation and the impulse to retain business capabilities in the
North. Referring to the framework developed in this chapter around the Beetaloo (Table 1.1), it becomes
apparent that attempting to support and distribute opportunities belonging to the four different
opportunity domains encompassing different time horizons and skills levels expectations makes sense for
a dispersed and fragmented region such as the Beetaloo, in the wake a collection of major projects with
significant potential to transform that economy. It is therefore important to plan and take advantage of
the opportunity while maintaining an ambition to do more for regional SMEs. This must entail a reflection
on the mix of opportunities those local SMEs need and can sustain during and post project, and somewhat
look beyond the regional project perspective, as other opportunities will arise and call for new business
skills and present distinctive opportunities.

Producing, sharing and learning from evidence around localAboriginal SMEs’ progress
Reports on ‘best practice’ to achieve local-Aboriginal economic inclusion typically enumerate many
purported principles, and almost always mention the significance of gathering evidence around trialled
practices. They usually do that while paradoxically recognising there is in fact very little systematic and
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credible evidence allowing to reliably discern what works from what doesn’t at the present time. Similar
key messages emerged from the key literature consulted to address local and Aboriginal business
inclusion in the context of the Beetaloo corridor. This means that in fact, as was indicated early in this
chapter, most assertions made about convergent leading practices reported as ‘what works’ remain, in
fact, anecdotal or impressionistic, and in that sense, there is no empirically verified pathway to economic
inclusion. That same literature also strongly reiterates that, in the process of developing institutional
frameworks, policies or trialling specific approaches, it is critical to produce evidence to influence future
practice.
The argument that major projects bring about the means for remote economies to transform and for
Aboriginal enterprises to grow remains in that sense hypothetical. It is important to note that this
important observation applies to both sides of development debates. That is those supporting the
economic development agenda, and to those disputing it and proclaiming they know what else to do.
Government agencies and academic institutions hold very little evidence that would be dubbed credible
in that sense and the goal of amassing reliable evidence appears ever elusive. The Clearinghouse of the
former Australian Government Closing the Gap framework provides a case in point given the vast amount
of information on ‘leading’ practices it included and foreshadowed (often based on agreed principles
rather than evidence), and the diminutive amount of progress that was ever achieved.
Nor do private businesses and operators with specific interest in procurement issues provide much
evidence about their contributions, despite the fervour they express related to the role they play.
Tremblay and Boyle (2018; 2019) show that major project operators and contractors appear both
confident and articulate about their ability to contribute towards the advancement of remote regions.
Yet none had accumulated, produced or could back their assertions with data or other verifiable forms of
evidence. In interviews where they are probed on these matters, they generally argue that evidence
gathering might be possible, but would require them to formulate the business case to produce and
disseminate data, a costly and potentially risky process for their corporations. This constitutes a plausible
private (business) response to a broader issue that probably entails a free-riding element and entails the
public sector playing a role. To the extent that the data and resulting knowledge possess public good
properties, this is a possible explanation as to why so little evidence around such important questions can
be identified. Irrespective of the reason for which no genuine and independent evidence sources can be
found, this might ultimately act as a brake on regional and institutional innovation. It might also play into
the hands of anti-development activists who would interpret the absence of data as attestation that
regional businesses do not benefit from extractive resources projects.
Numerous publications examined in the review suggest that major project operators ought to design
‘management systems’ dedicated to Aboriginal procurement effectiveness based on the production of
quantifiable performance targets. The stated purpose is to internally coordinate and encourage the
procurement team to work collaboratively with those responsible for Aboriginal engagement and social
performance within those businesses, as this is not always the case. If such systems were indeed setup,
and could be broadened to the entire supply chain, those corporations would be in a good position to
generate credible evidence about their impacts, although the data would require confidentiality
safeguards.
Barnes, Harvey and Kemp (2015) contend that some relatively simple performance measurement
candidates could be established, that would be effective at a project or regional scale, and lead to valuable
monitoring. They contend:
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Measurements that link socioeconomic and business results are vital to unlocking the capacity of
companies to contribute to addressing socioeconomic disadvantage and societal stability. Effective
measurement enables a company to generate verifiable data and assess progress. Insights obtained
from reviewing performance measures enable strategies to be reviewed and refined to improve
desired outcomes. The research for this report reveals that setting clearly defined, quantitative
targets for Aboriginal procurement is central to leading practice. In order to evaluate programs and
progress against targets established in preferential procurement policies, it is necessary to gather
and capture relevant data. Where primary and secondary contractors are used, there should be a
system to collect data from these contractors and provide periodic (e.g. monthly or quarterly)
internal reporting on progress toward achieving specified targets to management.
A widely used metric is the ‘percentage of procurement spend’ on Aboriginal businesses. Where
major investment projects are executed through EPC or EPCM contractors, their spend on Aboriginal
procurement must be included. The resource company management system must include obtaining
primary contractors’ Aboriginal business metrics. The system should require the contractor to
submit these statistics as part of their periodic site reports or contractor reports. The resource
company should provide proforma templates for data capture to be completed by contractors in
periodic contract reports and completion reports, including:
• percentage of invoiced expenditure that went to Aboriginal businesses;
• total amount of annual expenditure that went to Aboriginal businesses;
• number of Aboriginal businesses engaged in the company’s supply chain;
• comparison with previous reporting period, percentage increase/decrease in Aboriginal
businesses and number of businesses; and
• number of Aboriginal businesses supported to access the supply chain.
Public reporting on overall outcomes is also an important aspect of the management system as it
allows objectives to be monitored and evaluated externally.
The above could certainly be entertained as objectives for a regional planning roundtable responsible for
supporting SME inclusion, and where operators, small businesses and regional authorities can question
the data to learn, suggest improvements and take actions to respond to evidence-based calls for
enhanced outcomes. This is different form the SREBA which is likely to remain a protracted and essentially
government-controlled regulatory framework.
In the context of low-income countries and regions, the organisation Engineers Without Borders (Geipel
& Kaiser-Tedesco, 2017) has also been advocating greater transparency around local procurement. They
developed the Mining Local Procurement Reporting Mechanism (LPRM) as a tool to generate publicly
available disclosures on local procurement applicable to the mining industry. They seek to address a
broader range of indicators related to economic inclusion performance among other impacts. Where gaps
exist around the specific domain of local business inclusion, they make suggestions to help standardise
the way the resources sector and the countries or regions hosting them can create a dialogue around
such issues. These include comprehensive reporting on local procurement spending at the site level, as
well as increased detail on mining company procurement processes and due diligence practices.
While they advocate large scale (national) reporting frameworks, these appear suitable for the
assessment of the regional economic footprint of various projects, intended and eventual. But they
should not be confused with imposed targets or pre-established success indicators. As asserted above,
such targets are undesirable because they don’t take into account Aboriginal and regional distinct
aspirations. Even with the best intentions, such mandatory targets can result in limited uptake and SME
involvement if local capabilities are limited, especially if a range of alternative opportunities exist that are
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deemed more beneficial to local SMEs. Indeed, LPRM themselves, while they encourage reporting at
project site level, mainly seek disclosures within internal reporting and hope to generate inhouse
evidence of improved practices. They recognise contextual disparities and are clear that attempting to
create standard definitions of what is ‘local’, to determine reporting formats or structures are
undesirable, given each corporation’s elaboration of their own idiosyncratic frameworks. The literature
provides examples of reporting undertaken by well-established resource groups, but it appears quite
superficial, in some cases incomplete and the claims made cannot be genuinely verified. To that extent,
they have quite a limited value to guide claims of business inclusion effectiveness.
In the end, demonstrating properly the extent to which a desired long-term impact has been achieved
constitutes an expensive and somewhat time-consuming endeavour if appropriate standards of
verification are applied. This is due to the great diversity of sources of evidence required, the significant
time lags following economic activities, the number of intermediate variables explaining business success,
and the inherent difficulties in attributing outcomes specifically to procurement-driven inclusion efforts.
This is a difficulty encountered with all programs claiming they significantly contribute to social or
economic transformations. Furthermore, they should not ignore the costs of monitoring, assessing the
evidence and maintaining transparent and agreed objectives. When developing indicators of program
impact, therefore, the benefits of seeking ‘hard’ evidence of accomplishment need to be balanced against
the costs of obtaining this information relative to ‘soft’ (or proxy) measures of program impact. The
roundtable might again provide a mechanism to anticipate program costs, allocate funds and set a
monitoring and evaluation framework from the outset.

Beetaloo SMEs inclusion roundtable governance options
Although the remoteness and Aboriginal context of the Beetaloo corridor is somewhat extreme and poses
perhaps unique challenges, many practices and options selected from the literature reviewed seem to
apply broadly and have been instructive overall. A key distinction is that main recommended solutions
were extracted, and usually apply, in the context of 1 company-1 community. References to ‘the project’
throughout this chapter have deliberately overlooked the fact that many concurrent unconventional gas
projects would take place, and that many project operators would be simultaneously involved. Although
it has not yet been clarified whether they will go ahead (the main purpose of Appendix 2), they would
likely interact with the same stakeholders. This refers to the same few regional business cohorts, a finite
set of neighbouring small communities, the same regional pool of prioritised potential workers, the same
few regional service towns (and their infrastructure), and the same few regional authorities. Although key
operator-specific decisions about locations, timing and investments remain open, it is tricky to ascertain
what their particular preferences around local content and Aboriginal participation might be (as
businesses). In many ways, this provides a strong preliminary argument for any endorsed planning
framework or roundtable to take a regional perspective, rather than a single project view. It would be
beneficial to formulate choices and decisions around business definitions and delimitations, direct
support and advice for regional-Aboriginal SMEs, their listing against the selection of opportunities along
entire supply chains and approaches to monitor progress at the regional or Beetaloo scale.
Hence, the actual design of the regional framework or roundtable should aim to:
•

harmonise connections between operators, SMEs, top tier contractors primarily, and the region
and key government agencies with direct stakes in ‘the project’ (i.e., infrastructure, workforce
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•
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

and education/training support, etc.) with the common central aim of increasing the proficiency
in regional Aboriginal business engagement
be led by regional authorities representing the SMEs and project operators (rather than central
governments, in accordance with decentralised decision-making agendas)
consider the four domains of engagement from which opportunities will arise for local-Aboriginal
SMEs (Table 1.1)
agree on the definitions used and on the pecking order of business cohorts that should receive
attention, information and eventually assistance (Figure 2.1) and likely to be favoured in
tendering processes and by assistance packages
not interfere with project operators’ own corporate approaches, systems and procedures,
keeping in mind that they will have attained their own agreements with specific groups or
communities in their ILUAs. In particular it is advocated not to impose arbitrary targets around
SME participation, unless operators choose to lead initiatives that they agree on which
incorporate self-selected quantifiable commitments, with the purpose of incentivising their joint
actions around SME supply chain inclusion. They could also, for instance, agree with each other
over tendering principles, including how to communicate them to local Aboriginal SMEs, as long
as this does not interfere with each other’s processes and authority.
put in place engagement mechanisms to coordinate Aboriginal/local participation roles and limit
conflicts or undue competition between operators if regional SMEs or other stakeholders are
scarce and in demand; this includes coordinated appointments of Indigenous SME engagement
or employment officers contributed by the gas companies, corporate champions, etc.; and
running jointly specific types of workshops, information sessions, events, etc.
establish a monitoring and evaluation framework to assess progress, develop shared KPIs around
supply contracts for the project(s), and develop mutually workable plans and metrics that
accommodate SME capacity challenges and meet operators/contractors’ requirements
develop protocols to disseminate information of interest to the region, and for local stakeholders,
in particular Aboriginal SMEs, and ensure a mechanism facilitating their ability to openly enquire
about development plans (projects, contractors, government agencies) as they evolve
initiate discussions about purpose, terms, leadership and composition of the discussion
framework ahead of construction actually starting – initially with a restricted agenda that would
be focused on sectoral communications, then add activities that support SMEs meeting tender
standards (management, health and safety) and facilitation of joint/early SME registry with early
accreditation and prequalification work for domains where early demand is likely to arise. There
would be advantages in having multiple operators at the table to jointly map those aspects and
not duplicate each other’s work.
aim to hold regular (quarterly initially for instance) high-level and more frequent implementation
meetings to plan, forecast, address arising issues, report on performance and outcomes to the
region and its communities related to business and employment inclusion, and invest in strategies
for the long-term economic future of the Beetaloo.

Supporting local-Aboriginal content in Beetaloo supply chains:
generic business needs, government assistance or investments and
policy reform
To provide strategic options for Aboriginal economic development through inclusion within gas extraction
opportunities inside the Beetaloo corridor, leading practices focused on the interactions between the
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host region’s businesses (referred to as local-Aboriginal SMEs) and main resources project enterprises
(operators and their main contractors) were emphasised. This reflects the growing convergence in the
recent literature on valuable process-based insights which place regional stakeholders and project
proponents holding key knowledge and capabilities at the centre of the choices and decisions that need
to be made.
In this section, alternative measures and options associated with government’s role (reform, investments,
policy refocus, etc.) are discussed. The topics listed below were itemised in the official statement of work
for this tender and they are only briefly mentioned (more details of literature-based opinions about their
respective usefulness can be found in Appendix 4). The rationale for placing less emphasis on those
measures overall is straightforward:
•

•

•

•

Leading practices to support local-Aboriginal SMEs have been developed on the premise that
unique and localised sets of capabilities and regional issues must inform the decisions that need
to be made around potential opportunities. These in turn drive the choices for the most useful
types of assistance needed to bring selected SMEs into the fold of major resources projects. The
SME engagement framework that results provides ways to agree on the needs and on the best
way forward for the particular region. The barriers that need to be addressed and the selection
of forms of assistance to prioritise cannot be sufficiently anticipated to be planned by a
bureaucracy.
The actions and measures associated with government involvement to support businesses
directly are all potentially relevant and useful, but neither the literature nor the interviews
undertaken for the current project emphasized them shed much light on aspects deemed
essential or urgent. In fact, few regional respondents raised those issues or measures themselves
nor did they provide a strong case (when they were raised by the interviewers) that these were
essential.
There is in general limited reliable knowledge around ‘what works’ in terms of the policies or
specific interventions (listed below) and little detail about what to do. For instance, land and
capital access constitute standard ‘challenges to be addressed’ mentioned by interviewees, but
few recommendations are made about what policies, interventions or institutional changes
would address them. Also, most existing forms of assistance for SMEs are linked to generic
capabilities connected with ‘running a business’. Many such types of support are recognised as
somewhat useful, have been trialled before or are still available, but little is known about their
genuine effectiveness due to the scarcity of credible evaluations, their uneven delivery, and
whether those approaches are at the end of the day cost-effective.
By the same token, some key topics are known to be controversial yet believed to be potential
game changers. These require possibly extensive reforms and innovative policies that few
regional stakeholders appear willing to push. Some interviewees representing remote regions
raised the potential to hypothetically reframe land or capital access procedures to assist targeted
economic development but stopped short of advancing specific mechanisms to pilot such ideas.
The latter would require agreement among a wide array of stakeholders as they have implications
beyond the project itself and interface with a variety of political agendas. Furthermore, the same
vital issues appear to be raised, and keep on intersecting and being debated in various national
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forums, which risks politicising any attempts to find local solutions connected with a specific
project. 4
The topics summarised below are reviewed with greater detail in Appendix 4.

Land
The issue of access to land for commercial and industrial purposes comes in a number of ways in the
literature and in discussions around the Beetaloo potential development, ranging from claims about
Native title implications and handling of its process, to narrower difficulties in accessing land for
commercial purposes in specific regional centres. It is worth noting that one interviewee noted the
challenges of getting land for commercial developments in Tennant Creek, and the considerable delays
(3-4 years) any new business wanting to settle there would encounter if needing some appropriate
premises. There is substantial literature including much politicised commentary debating the need for
clarity around Native titles (for instance to facilitate exploration and other activities), and various models
of ‘land arrangements’ to enhance commercial activities led by Aboriginal people on their land, including
well-debated arguments around the impact this has on investments in the north. The Analysis of
infrastructure and logistics requirements for the development of an onshore oil and gas Industry in the
Northern Territory (KPMG, 2019) report surveys land availability for various projects including the
Beetaloo.

Taxation
This topic is usually investigated by those wanting to address long-term imbalances in investments likely
to result from major projects, as well as infrastructure needs. At the national and international levels, the
question of whether oil and gas development can lead to ‘an effective long-run economic development
strategy, leveraging short-run financial gains from the development into permanent advantages, and
strengthening the capacity for local governments to understand and manage this activity’ (Kelsey et al.,
2016) constitutes a significant and controversial topic. There is an evident link that can be made between
the motivation for the NT and Australian governments to support the oil and gas activity in the first place
and the potential tax revenues they wish to gain. The possibility of linkages between taxation and the
purpose of supporting local Aboriginal SMEs have become a noteworthy concern much more recently. As
such, the possibility of using favourable tax provisions or subsidies to assist local-Aboriginal SMEs involved
in unconventional gas exploitation in the Beetaloo appears premature, as it would require a more detailed
understanding of the scale and scope of the development and relevant business cohort (Appendix 2), of
possible undesirable distortions this could create, and the likely administrative and transaction costs that
would ensue. In that sense, supporting and resourcing the roundtable is likely to constitute a more
meaningful and targeted investment.
Earlier literature discussions of taxation in the context of resources extraction have commonly been
around incentives to accelerate exploration. The more recent literature (Kelsey et al., 2016) considers
whether it is possible to utilise fiscal policies to smoothen regional boom-bust cycles and encourage

For instance the scopes of the recent or current inquiries into ‘how the mining sector can support businesses in
regional economies’; into ‘Opportunities and Challenges for Engaging Traditional Owners in the Economic
Development of Northern Australia’; and into ‘Pathways and participation opportunities for Indigenous Australians
in employment and business’ as well as a variety of reviews around Supply Nations’ and potential ‘reforms of the
Native Title Act’ – are all potentially relevant, but possibly political deviations from focused solutions.
4
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regional investments that address long-run structural issues. It considers how this could be approached
without straining local governments that often struggle to keep up with the booms (when new amenities,
local services and infrastructure are suddenly needed) and subsequently face debt accumulation
experienced as a legacy to those residents remaining after major projects. This raises the interesting
possibility that local governments might benefit from having more linkages and some regulatory control
over natural gas and oil drilling activity, although some doubts should be raised about their current ability,
in terms of capabilities and potential conflicts with other government influence agendas, to use that
hypothetical greater authority.

Investment prospectus
This approach to attracting investments to stimulate local economies has become popular with regional
authorities around Australia. The actual content of such brochures or documents usually demonstrates
and promotes the natural resources of a region, the amenities that make them attractive for a prospective
workforce, the capabilities of their existing population, etc., for the sake of attracting investments or
developing new industries. It is unclear whether these documents have a significant impact, especially
since most regions nowadays produce them, that they resemble each other and are more likely to be
aspirational rather than based on any evidence. It would be expected that serious investors looking at
sizeable projects would ‘do their homework’ and seek more comprehensive and reliable sources of
information.
In the case of the Beetaloo, it is likely that selling it as an attractive place to invest for private investors
would be a challenging proposition, given its physical and social remoteness, patchy social and economic
attributes, and historically limited economic opportunities. Making exaggerated or deceptive claims
about the appeal of a region for outside investors and for potential residents with limited experience or
understanding of the place (and/or of the opportunity) is probably not a constructive way forward either.
Recent repeated efforts of the NTG to attract residents on the basis of its lifestyle, amenities and people
are yet to show convincing outcomes.
As claimed throughout this chapter, assistance to address access to capital or to workforce for a specific
resource extraction project is best approached initially through the assessment originating from business
partners (local SMEs with project operators and contractors) associated with that specific opportunity
The latter have a greater understanding of their own workforce’s need, the cost of labour turnover, the
ease or difficulty to attract specific skill sets, and of their chances of retaining diverse types of workers in
specific locations (including the fact that the spatial distribution of the workforce changes across project
phases). Major project businesses operating in remote regions are very cognisant of the costs of
attempting to maintain a workforce remotely and prioritise attempting to limit staff turnover when
selecting locations for construction, extraction services, accommodation and production (reported in
Tremblay & Boyle, 2019).
With respect to public relations, it is probably not advisable to refer to the Beetaloo as a regional entity
(beyond the resource project itself which is relatively clearly identified for that purpose). Moreover, it
does not really resonate beyond the recent basin’s exploration and does not hold a corresponding identity
among residents, nor a governance structure to create one. Given the uncertainty surrounding the
opportunity, and the fact that the ability of the region to capitalise on those potential developments has
not yet been demonstrated, an investment prospectus based on anticipated developments for a
fragmented region appears premature and should in any case be led by the region itself. Insofar as
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priorities around Aboriginal economic participation go, an investment prospectus would not be top of the
list, and better left to the region if and when it sees the need to establish its own positioning strategy.

Direct support for local-Aboriginal small businesses: mainstream
business support, Indigenous-focused business support, product
promotion support, governance support
The assessment of business support needs for Beetaloo corridor Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal SMEs is
best conducted within the context of the framework. It should make use of, and build on, the work that
the operators will perform early in the process, to ascertain actual capabilities, readiness and certification,
business standards, capacity to grow or diversify, etc. These types of appraisals are time-consuming at
the best of times, but beneficially undertaken if linked directly to a set of opportunities; and must take
advantage of operators’ and contractors’ understanding of needs and timing requirements, which cannot
yet be ascertained (as argued in Appendix 2).
It is not desirable to attempt assessing the effectiveness of existing business support programs (a basic
list appears in Appendix 3), for a number of reasons. Firstly, too few formal outcomes evaluations can be
found to ascertain effectiveness towards impacts. Secondly evaluation outcomes would most likely be
highly dependent on delivery, program continuity, business targeting, fitness for remote contexts, and
distinct objectives (i.e. to support mainstream contract readiness or successful grant applications, etc.).
The literature and interviewees overall appear to suggest that, given any cohort of local-Aboriginal SMEs,
it would be essential to consider mentoring-type support through interactions with experts with business
backgrounds. The reason is that basic challenges that need to be addressed would be highly specific to
the project, to a particular phase, to an SME’s capabilities, so that experience in major project supply
chain management and participation support would be critical. That type of expertise is rare outside the
businesses operating those projects themselves, and it has been noted by a number of interviewees (that
while much support provided by government agencies can (in the form of grants and advice) impart
immediate relief for businesses lacking the most basic competencies, they are unlikely to provide the type
of strategic guidance required to be involved in key tactical commercial considerations and competitive
procurement contests. This requires advice from people with direct business experience in the sector of
interest, rather than public servants.
Overall, the interviews and the literature review on the types of support programs discussed in this
section (detailed in Appendix 4) included very few complaints about the lack of diversity,
comprehensiveness, or number of programs (grants, direct support, etc). What is usually reported as
criticism relates to their arbitrary nature (such as the existence of grants for Aboriginal businesses
disconnected from specific needs or goals), their lack of continuity (allowing for one-off small investment
amidst ongoing development needs) and their questionable effectiveness (except for the anecdotal yet
widespread view that mentoring support from individuals with actual business competencies and
experience is most desirable). It is also often remarked that the multiplication of types of programs (with
names, terminologies and conditions or terms for participation that keep on changing) does not help
Aboriginal SMEs attempting to discriminate (and select programs most suited for their needs) and not
over-expose themselves to grant-dependency or tricky loan conditions.
The experience of Aboriginal SMEs in Australia and Canada with respect to business support programs
points at the following perceptions:
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•
•
•

that they are too complex to apply for, or are cancelled without explanation or warning, and not
replaced
that they have strict eligibility requirements that appear arbitrary, sometimes requiring annual
applications, or providing funding for limited periods or programs
that they are inequitable because they lack selectivity, for instance when they can be accessed
by businesses they are not really suited for; which leads to the impression that they must be costineffective and provided so funding agencies can ‘tick boxes’.

The grey literature claims that the questionable usefulness of the existing patchwork of business support
programs has in many cases, diverted the onus of training and supporting local businesses to resources
companies who have generally responded directly with informal, site-specific training or job-shadowing.
This on-the-job training equips new employees or contracted SMEs with the experience required to work
on-site. But they may not lead to transferable skills (i.e. other sectors or clients) or to additional training.
They need to be complemented by programs designed to increase access to formal accreditation,
standardised certificates or credentials that could be built upon as their development matures.
The literature in general openly supports few types of potentially complementary approaches: Mentoring
support and Pro Bono services and advice for local ATSI SMEs. The reason why these forms of assistance
are generally supported is simply that they can be customised and adapted to the context of the decisions
made around the opportunity, and that support must be negotiated with other parties such as operators
and contractors. Beyond the prequalification aspects, the art of identifying niche opportunities, of making
the right investments in human and equipment capital to maximise business sustainability, of entering in
joint ventures with other local businesses, or participating in partnerships with larger ones are pretty
much gained through ‘learning-by-doing’ and require adapted support.
Evidence from the INPEX interview about their offshore gas experience based in Darwin revealed that
they had undertaken a large amount of trailblazing work in consultation with the Larrakia people and the
Indigenous Business Network (more readily accessible in Darwin for such purposes) and took into account
the broader NT and Australian Aboriginal business sectors. In the clearly diminutive yet complex context
of Beetaloo SMEs, harmonising perceptions and understanding around the opportunity, identifying
niches, and establishing needs in cooperation with all relevant parties must remain the priority, before
provision of assistance can be designed and delivered. Only then would it make sense to consider specific
changes in SME scope incorporating possibly product development, talent development, change in
capacity, etc. Again, the selection and validation of groups targeted for assistance (discussed above) is a
key issue when choosing which forms of assistance should be offered to whom. The inclusion framework
or roundtable is designed specifically to address decisions about supporting specific business types, how,
when and under which conditions.
Governance support or development can also be provided to various organisational entities (businesses,
corporations, regions, or communities) and can address quite different purposes. For businesses
controlled by Aboriginal corporations, these often take the form of training for traditional owners with
specific roles or responsibilities, supporting business planning activities, and administrative support to
ensure compliance with agreement commitments if applicable. For local Aboriginal SMEs located in
service towns, the needs must be established on a case by case basis.
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Aboriginal business collaboration and joint ventures
As noted earlier in this chapter, joint ventures and other types of partnerships entail risks and potential
advantages related to the retention of control for the SME entity. They can sometimes lead to negative
perceptions by other potential collaborators believing they have been cut out. This could result in
‘contracting reprisals’ and sometimes reduction of access to some forms of assistance as assistance might
be offered preferentially to SMEs without access to partners.
Many types of collaboration are described in the literature examining the context of participation by SMEs
in supply chains. It is a natural pathway to both growth and diversification to initially partner up with
other businesses and negotiate changing webs of collaboration among competitive relationships. In the
major project context, partnering practices will differ depending on whether the objective of
collaborating is to extend SME participation across ‘space’ (reach towards other markets and regions),
across time (be involved in greater opportunities or in different phases of a project to increase
sustainability) or across skill sets (to diversify, provide a buffer during bust cycles, expand, and contribute
to the region or community efforts to grow a viable local economy). There is no established best practice
based on evidence in that intricate domain, and a few specific examples and cases that claim to have
worked are described in Appendix 4.

Hub strategies – for business services, training or logistics
This is an important topic, in part because it must be considered early (from an infrastructure viewpoint)
and because it must embody a strong regional perspective. Yet, it depends on and interfaces with other
government agendas, resourcing and planning considerations not entirely within the remit of the major
project. Among many of the strategic considerations discussed in Appendix 4, the value of explicitly
building up agglomeration economies (around regional towns) to provide support services is clear for
regional authorities, and often expressed by regional interviewees. But this is a domain where there is a
tendency to brand fashionable terminology and concepts ahead of convincing demonstrations of strong
business case regarding their cost-effectiveness. Concentrating scale and scope investment through ‘hub
thinking’ might sound good but might not be realistic. In the case of the Beetaloo, more information about
locations of major investments, likely speed of development constraints, eventual markets for the
resource and timing of shifts away from the boom into a bust cycles will be required before it is possible
to ascertain the most suitable design and range of services that will best serve involved sub-regions.

This is the end of Chapter 2
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Overview
Executive summary
This chapter covers how Aboriginal people might invest royalties and income that flow from gas
development in the Beetaloo. It makes assumptions that ultimate decision-making rests with selfdetermining communities, who are likely to aspire to approaches that balance cultural continuity with
economic development.
The chapter draws to an extent on stakeholder interviews for the Aboriginal Economic Development
Strategy for the Beetaloo but is based mainly on a literature review of the topic. It draws extensively on
case studies to illustrate various options and successful approaches already being applied by the
Territory’s land councils and Aboriginal corporations. It complements a separate stakeholder report that
summarises issues raised in interviews.
We start with some recommendations and overarching principles and steps for planning approaches to
investment of benefits.
Section 2 of this chapter provides relevant context and background on the Beetaloo Basin, land rights,
agreement-making and ways in which the benefits of these agreements are currently disbursed and
invested.
Section 3 then moves to a discussion of these issues in the literature. The literature review explores the
challenges and complexities of agreement-making and decisions over the management, distribution and
investment of compensation and rental payments. It considers three key themes in the literature: the
desire by Aboriginal people for autonomy and control, the topic of sustainability - or the enduring nature
- of investments, and the importance of investments being compatible with the needs, aspirations and
values of particular groups.
Section 4 directly addresses the research questions posed by the client’s brief, namely options for
investment of benefits, the potential for regional approaches, how to leverage investments and key issues
to consider.
In summary, the aim of this chapter is to provide relevant background, provide advice on potential options
and guide a participatory approach to developing these options in partnership with empowered
communities.

Introduction
Australia is a rich First World nation. The production and export of non-renewable resources, often from
Aboriginal land, is fundamental to its material wealth and prosperity. Increasingly, benefits sharing
agreements are being struck between resource developers and Indigenous parties to redistribute this
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wealth and prosperity. Yet, according to all available social indicators, remote Aboriginal people remain
largely economically marginalised and socially disadvantaged. Clearly, they do not share equitably in the
mineral wealth that is extracted from their lands (Altman & Martin, 2009).
Inequitable benefits sharing brings ambivalence. While many Aboriginal people aspire to greater
participation in market economies, they maintain strong connections to the land disturbed by resource
extraction. The history of northern development compounds this ambivalence, with themes of
colonisation, dispersal of Aboriginal people to access pastoral and mining leases on the new ‘frontier’ and
strong campaigns by the mining industry against land rights in the 1980s and 1990s (Morgan, 1982; Libby,
1989; Toyne, 1994; Crough, 1992; Barnes, 2013).
The themes of inequity and history thus shape a substantial body of literature debating whether resource
extraction is a ‘stepping-stone or a curse’ 5 for Aboriginal people (Langton, 2012; O’Faircheallaigh, 2012).
Mining brings benefits, but the distribution of these benefits is variable (Hunt & Campbell, 2016;
O’Faircheallaigh, 2004b; Scambary, 2013) depending on factors such as regional histories, the nature of
development, the value of negotiated benefits packages and level of Aboriginal engagement with the
resource economy (Altman, 2009).
The stepping-stone side of the ledger has been enhanced since the extractive industries’ realignment of
corporate values, from overt hostility towards land rights to an era where social licence to operate is now
emphasised (Barnes, 2013). Land rights and agreement-making drove a power shift and a resetting of
relationships (Barnes, 2013). In addition, the resource industry often provides access to previously
unavailable or limited economic development and offers employment and contracting opportunities in
remote regions as an alternative to welfare dependence (Langton, 2012).
Other sections of this Aboriginal Economic Development Strategy for the Beetaloo Basin have examined
pathways from resource extraction in the Beetaloo Basin for Aboriginal business and workforce
development. This chapter looks specifically at the literature on factors that might drive the success or
failure of agreement-making and options for the investment of benefits.
The context of this work is twofold: the strong connection of Aboriginal people to the land being explored
by oil and gas companies and the potential income stream that might be generated should onshore gas
production proceed. Aboriginal people broadly want an economic return from their land that builds an
asset base to provide futures for their children or, as the Anindilyakwa Land Council puts it, “to invest in
the present to build a self-sufficient future” (Wurramarrba, 2018). However, development must be done
in way that Aboriginal people accept as culturally compatible and that builds independence from
government (Morrison, 2017; Toyne, 1994). Independence assumes Aboriginal people will be able to “plot
the course of their own development” (Morrison, 2017) and drive their own agendas for agreementmaking and the distribution and investment of benefits.
This chapter, therefore, makes assumptions that ultimate decision-making rests with self-determining
communities, who are likely to aspire to approaches that balance cultural continuity with economic
development.

Method

5

The subject of a panel at the 2012 Garma Festival (author’s notes).

Chapter 3: Maximising the benefits of agreement-making, Jane Munday, Michaela Spencer, Kirsty Howey 2020

152

Approaches to investing the benefits of agreement-making outlined in this chapter are based on a
literature review done in a compressed timeframe. The desktop research was shaped by the client’s
research questions, as outlined in the tender document responded to by Charles Darwin University. The
literature review draws on academic literature on agreement-making and investment of benefits as well
as reports, case studies and background on public websites about the structure of current agreements.
The chapter complements extensive research commissioned by the Australian Government from the
OECD (2019a). The focus is primarily on the Northern Territory, with some reference to research, best
practice and case studies from comparable jurisdictions, in particular Canada and other parts of northern
Australia.
The report is structured as follows. First, we provide responses to the specific questions posed by the
Australian Government’s brief. We outline some principles and pathways – or stepping- stones - to
empathetic collaboration with Aboriginal people for future stages of the Beetaloo Aboriginal Economic
Development Strategy.
Section 2 provides relevant background on the Northern Territory context: land rights, agreement-making
and existing approaches by land councils and Aboriginal corporations to managing and distributing
negotiated benefits.
Section 3 provides a literature review on key issues that may be useful in guiding the success or failure of
future policies, programs and reform agendas.
Section 4 addresses the specific research questions in the Australian Government’s brief by analysing the
literature. This is complemented by our experience of working across the Northern Territory and some
stakeholder feedback, which is outlined in greater detail in a separate stakeholder consultation report.
A number of case studies are distributed throughout the document.

Findings and recommendations
A: Overall recommendations on pathways for investment of benefits
Consultation and decision-making
1. Further work on policies and strategies must be highly inclusive and consultative to ensure
good policy design and implementation. This includes collaborative approaches between
the three levels of government, Aboriginal peak bodies and leaders, business and
community groups.
2. Participative approaches should align with the Territory Government’s Local Decision
Making framework, the Australian Government’s co-design framework, the Barkly Deal’s
Governance Table and the Northern Territory’s Remote Engagement and Coordination
Strategy.
3. This work cannot be rushed or driven by unrealistic timelines and external agendas. It must
be based on a thorough understanding of the cultural and geographic complexities of the
Northern Territory and not assume homogeneity of community values and aspirations.
4. For Aboriginal people, the ultimate aim may well be autonomous and devolved decisionmaking, however it should not be assumed that communities have the mature governance
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and leadership structures, knowledge and experience to do this without appropriate
resourcing, guidance and support.
5. Participation cannot occur in an information vacuum. People require a realistic roadmap of
the future and advice on options in order to make informed decisions.
6. It is unrealistic to consider co-designing models for distributing funds before a revenue
stream is established and assets are realistically imminent or have been accumulated for
distribution. However, community planning and trust structures could be established now
based on existing opportunities (see the Gurindji case study).
Options for distribution of royalties
7. There are widespread concerns about ex gratia royalty payments being distributed to
individuals, often with little long-term benefit. Interviewees cited examples of the
destructive consequences of cash royalty payments and generally supported a community
benefits trust model to deliver more sustainable outcomes to the broader community. The
McArthur River Mine Community Benefits Trust was cited as an example of success.
However, it should be noted that this model was implemented in the absence of native title
rights and would need traditional owner or native title holder endorsement where statutory
rights apply.
8. In the case of native title or Aboriginal land rights compensation or rental payments,
mandating specific types of distribution would require legislative change (this is being
considered by a current parliamentary inquiry). However, the concept of community
benefits trusts could be introduced to prescribed bodies corporate as an option, with
discussion guided by the land councils.
9. One option is a hybrid approach that combines both statutory negotiated agreements with
native title holders with additional voluntary contributions by companies or government to
community or regional community benefits trusts.
10. A third option is a tiered community benefits trust model where a larger proportion of
compensation or benefits go to those with statutory rights or stakeholders most impacted
by activities with a second tier distributed to the wider community.
11. Interviewees strongly supported the community development programs developed by the
Northern and Central Land Councils. These are built on a model of empowering
communities to make decisions and diverting portions of royalty payments to long-term
community development programs. They incorporate investment in social, cultural and
economic programs that are compatible with local needs and aspirations (see Tanami case
study).
Role of the land councils and government
12. It should be noted that the Territory’s four land councils and larger Aboriginal corporations
are increasingly focussing on economic development and incorporating ‘future fund’
investments to ensure sustainable wealth creation. Hundreds of millions of dollars are likely
being invested each year from royalties, lease and rental payments. However, there is a lack
of research and evaluation of this important economic sector.
13. Government can play a role in sharing knowledge on options to guide well-informed
choices, given that many Aboriginal people will have no direct experience of industrial
development, management of large sums of money and investment strategies.
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14. The small, prescribed bodies corporate to which resource benefits are distributed often lack
the experience, specialist skills and resources to acquit this function and rely heavily on land
councils and external advisors for support. The Territory’s land councils have a key role to
play in leading or developing solutions, given a) their statutory role in identifying traditional
owners and native title holders and guiding agreement-making, b) their long experience of
working with Aboriginal communities and c) their focus on promoting the social, cultural
and economic wellbeing of the Territory’s Aboriginal people. However, land councils may
require additional resourcing to fulfil this role in a sustained way.
15. Aboriginal people are most likely to develop their own solutions by learning from each other
and visiting other regions to experience and discuss lessons learned on comparable
projects. Overseas fact-finding visits on gas development are likely to be premature except
for peak Aboriginal bodies and leaders.
Planning
16. Community-based planning should be guided by Aboriginal leadership, with government in
an enabling role. This approach assumes adequate time and resources being made available
to adopt culturally appropriate participative approaches that respect existing governance
and leadership structures and recognise the potential co-existence of different forms of
Aboriginal leadership and authority 6
17. The words ‘community’, ‘region’ and ‘place-based’ should be used with care: Communities
and regions are not homogenous. Those in and connected to the Beetaloo Basin include:
o geographic communities and regions, such as towns where residents have a range of
views and values (for example, high expectations of economic development
opportunities, opposition to industrialisation, concern about impacts on water and
opposition to fossil fuel industries)
o communities of interest, such as business groups and Aboriginal business networks with
both shared and disparate interests in maximising benefits across the region without
disruption to existing economic sectors, such as pastoral and tourism
o cultural communities: Aboriginal landowners – native title holders and traditional
owners, elders and other Aboriginal governance authorities – who have rights and
interests covered by legislation and international agreements. These people may reside
or have cultural connections throughout the region. The places for which Aboriginal
leaders have authority are unlikely to neatly align with geographic places. It should not
be assumed, for example, that all Aboriginal people in a particular town can speak for a
particular country or a benefits agreement. Some community groups may be aligned
with particular families. Indeed, places of relevance may emerge out of the practice of
working together through iterative negotiation. Aboriginal ways of enacting places need
to be accounted for in development practice.
18. Given substantial uncertainty about the timing and scale of potential development in the
Beetaloo Basin, governments should take care not to raise unrealistic expectations about as
yet unrealised benefits, such as jobs and economic activity. Interviewees felt slow and
patient capacity building should start with existing opportunities.

6

‘leadership’ may be cultural, natural, organisational and educated (Empowered Communities, 2015, p. 39).
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19. Care must be taken to ensure that planning does not create dependency on one source of
economic development, such as the gas industry, given the long lead times, unpredictability
of development in the Beetaloo and often short-term nature of opportunities.
20. Planning should take account of the region’s characteristics: the Beetaloo Basin and
connected communities cover a vast, sparsely populated area with little experience of
industrialisation or negotiating with the resource industry. The area is book-ended by the
towns of Tennant Creek and Katherine. These towns are better-placed to benefit from
industrial development, however most activity is likely to occur in the Big Rivers region
serviced from Katherine.
21. Planning for Aboriginal economic benefits from gas-based industries in the Beetaloo Basin
should incorporate aspirations by some Aboriginal people for sustainable livelihoods. These
could benefit from agreement-making - such as community development and social
enterprises - but could just as easily be disrupted.
22. All levels of government should establish a coordinated, inclusive and transparent approach
to supporting and enabling economic development and the investment of benefits to help
avoid duplication and overcome a persistent theme in the literature and interviews of
uncoordinated, ad hoc and short-term policy and programs. This may require investment in
building the capacity and cultural competence of supporting institutions, including
government agencies.
23. A general comment from interviewees is that the number of jobs created by gas activities is
likely to be low and the greatest opportunities are likely to come from investment of
negotiated benefits.

B: Options for regional governance of funds, and principles for
investment choices
24. Regional governance of funds assumes a common interest, cumulative benefits from
multiple sources of funding and a reliable pipeline of projects, whereas history shows that
resource projects rarely follow an orderly trajectory.
25. The scale of a ‘regional’ approach needs defining. The Beetaloo Basin falls between the two
regional centres of Katherine and Tennant Creek, which are in different statistical, local
government, land council, electoral and NT Government regions. The region covers a large
number of Aboriginal language groups. Aboriginal culture is strongly driven by kinship and
cultural connections. The common interest for a regional – or sub-regional – approach
would need to be driven from the ground up and is likely to evolve over time. It is more
likely to be driven by a general aspiration for economic development than a specific interest
in the opportunities arising from the gas industry. It is hard to consider the Beetaloo in
isolation from adjoining gas regions.
26. Approaches need to respect community divisions over the topic of hydraulic fracturing,
which may undermine any sense of common purpose, as evidenced in the recent hydraulic
fracturing inquiry (SIHFNT, 2018). Interviewees suggested that opposition by both
pastoralists and Aboriginal people to fracking centres on water: both cultural connections to
water and its importance to traditional and market-based livelihoods as well as general
recreational activities such as fishing. This will not be allayed by industry approaches to
preaching ‘facts and education’ but by building relationships and earning trust based on
government’s regulatory approaches and companies’ performance.
Chapter 3: Maximising the benefits of agreement-making, Jane Munday, Michaela Spencer, Kirsty Howey 2020

156

27. The advantages of a regional approach to investment – whether from royalty payments or
other sources – includes the ability to leverage fragmented buckets of money into a
combined fund with a greater critical mass and administrative capacity. Sources include
social investments over and above negotiated agreements, special purpose grants, taking
over service delivery and philanthropic funds for specific projects. The Kimberley Institute
(see case study) provides an example of such an approach, however, note that this model
took some time to implement.
28. Approaches would require strong Aboriginal leadership and authorisation in order to be
successful.
29. The time to start capacity building is now, based on exploration agreements and general
opportunities. The appropriate timing for discussion on the distribution of gas royalties may
be when companies establish more certain timelines on production and make final
investment decisions.
30. The time to start capacity building is now, based on exploration agreements and general
opportunities. The appropriate timing for discussion on the distribution of gas royalties may
be when companies establish more certain timelines on production and make final
investment decisions.

C: How investment of benefits can contribute to ‘Closing the Gap’
targets
31. A coordinated approach to establishing appropriate indicators and evaluation frameworks
for economic development is being established at a national level, in conjunction with the
Joint Council on Closing the Gap, the Indigenous Reference Group to the Ministerial Forum
on Developing Northern Australia and peak Aboriginal organisations. While this will provide
an invaluable national dataset for longitudinal and comparative purposes, it should be
complemented by flexible and tailored approaches to establishing local and regional
indicators.
32. This approach should go beyond aggregated statistical data to include qualitative indicators
and program evaluation approaches that match diverse Aboriginal needs, aspirations and
perspectives on what constitutes success. Indicators and evaluation of outcomes should
address community wellbeing, respect for cultural authority, kinship and cultural continuity
(including traditional knowledge and law).
33. Indicators might better reflect the more transformative Sustainable Development Goals
(UN, 2015) to which Australia is a signatory, or the OECD Wellbeing Index (2017) that
informed New Zealand’s Living Standards Framework (New Zealand Treasury, 2018a).
34. Development of a credible framework of wellbeing indicators would require appropriate
resourcing. The New Zealand Living Standards Framework is based on years of discussion
papers, consultation and evaluation.
35. Most Closing the Gap targets assume government investment in service delivery, which
requires a clear delineation of roles, responsibilities and service obligations rather than
requiring communities to invest benefits monies in basic government services (wealthier
residents in urban areas are not asked to pay for their own roads and schools).
36. The literature suggests investment of benefits for the advantage of Aboriginal people is
most likely to succeed when there is a high degree of Aboriginal control and empowered
decisions.
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37. All stakeholders would benefit from a coordinated approach to data collection that reflects
whole-of-government approaches, across all levels of government and industry.

D: Appropriate reporting, monitoring and return on investment
38. Monitoring and reporting should be on both a regional and individual agreement level,
against agreed indicators and in a format that is accessible to Aboriginal people who may
have limited education and who may speak English as a second language. This might be a
score card approach, for example.
39. We recommend program evaluation approaches that measure outcomes against the goals
and objectives of benefits trusts, community planning or community development
programs. This is similar to the approach adopted by the Northern and Central Land
Councils in evaluating their community development programs.
40. Rather than economic tools, we suggest evaluation against wellbeing frameworks and
discursive participative evaluation.

E: Opportunities to leverage other funding
41. Opportunities to leverage funds include:
• expanding the scope of the current Northern Australian Infrastructure Facility (NAIF)
to provide concessional loans to Aboriginal prescribed bodies corporate or
corporations to allow them to take equity in projects or region-wide support services
(such as waste management, labour hire and accommodation, transport or
construction companies)
• government grants (e.g. the Indigenous Advancement Strategy)
• Aboriginal Benefits Account special purpose grants, which have been applied to a
range of programs, such as housing, ranger groups and land and sea management
• commercial activities and investments by the land councils and corporations
• commercial partnerships or joint ventures
• business support from Indigenous Business Australia (IBA) and Indigenous Land and
Seas Corporation (ILSC)
• commercial loans: from microfinance to Indigenous banking programs such as
Westpac’s Indigenous Banking division, which provides ‘wrap around’ support
services and partnerships with groups such as Many Rivers and First Australians
Capital (see case study)
• philanthropic funding, for example in social enterprises
• social impact investments
• company sponsorship/community investment programs, which are usually at a lower
level, but may include sponsorship of community projects
• pro bono services, such as business planning and legal advice, often as part of
companies’ reconciliation action plans.

F: Key challenges to be overcome through policy or program reform, or
private sector action
42. Several existing studies address these issues, in particular the Linking Indigenous
Communities with Regional Development (OECD, 2019b) and pending paper on Best Practice
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43.

44.

45.

46.
47.

Benefit Sharing (OECD in progress). Note also the Joint Standing Committee on Northern
Australia Inquiry, established in 2019 to “inquire into and report on the opportunities
and challenges associated with land rights, native title and other land-related
agreements (together with payments, benefits and access arrangements under these
agreements) for the purpose of engaging Traditional Owners in the economic
development of Northern Australia”. The inquiry received 52 submissions.
The research suggests a need for reform on a range of issues such as land tenure, access to
capital, the complexity of current legislation, distribution of benefits and governance
structures. It should be noted that these issues are covered by the above Inquiry. We
summarise some of the suggestions throughout this report.
There were frequent references in interviews to the enormous duplication and profusion of
reports, policies, parliamentary inquiries and economic development programs emanating
from all layers of government. Few participants could keep track. This creates ‘reform
fatigue’, cynicism and frustration by Aboriginal bodies, service providers and other
stakeholders. It also creates perceptions that much of the funding could be better directed
to achieving results on the ground.
Interviewees observed that a factor in duplication and inexperienced service delivery was
bureaucratic ‘creep’, with the absorption of the former FaHCSIA (Families and Housing,
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs) into the Department of Prime Minister and
Cabinet – now the National Indigenous Australians Agency – along with Indigenous health,
employment and now economic development. The result can be Canberra-centric service
delivery and departments with overlapping responsibilities operating as isolated policy
‘planets’ (interviewee).
Equally, despite all this activity, interviewees commented on the lack of coordinated data
sets to inform good decision-making.
Many interviewees voiced concerns – or declined to be interviewed – at rushed
consultation and equally rushed implementation of policies and programs which
consequently are rarely sustainable or evaluated.

Some of these issues are discussed further in our consultation report.

Principles to guide planning for benefits sharing*
Table 1-1: Principles to guide planning for benefit sharing
Principles
What this means (see 4.2 for detail)
1. Empowerment

Affected communities in control. Aboriginal people provide the leadership and take
responsibility. Empowered approaches to the management and disbursement of benefits are
more likely to deliver self-determination and find the balance between meeting immediate
needs and investing in long-term sustainable outcomes.

2. Elder authority

Elders acknowledged as presiding governance authorities, regardless of position or seniority
within Western governance arrangements. This recognises the priority and supports the
integrity of traditional and/or local decision-making practices.

3. Capacity building

Capacity building contributes to empowerment. It adopts strengths-based approaches and
aims for an ultimate outcome of self-determination and relinquishing non-Aboriginal control.
This may take time and resourcing, based on realistic timelines and expectations. It may
encapsulate both increased knowledge and skills to negotiate compensation packages in the
first place then the governance and structures to manage and disburse these benefits.
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4. Place-based approaches

Overarching policy settings, programs and guidelines may set standards and provide guidance,
but place-based approaches will enable flexible implementation of approaches to managing,
distributing and investing benefits that reflect the regional context and the diverse needs and
aspirations of the Aboriginal beneficiaries (note – we are a little uncomfortable with the term
‘place- based’ for reasons outlined above).

5. Participative

Deeply participative approaches are fundamental to community planning and empowered
decision-making that incorporates local knowledge, perspectives and aspirations.

6. Community-driven

In line with the NT Government Local Decision-Making framework, community-led
approaches allow people to determine their own futures, outline their own aspirations and
set the agenda for planning.

7. Inclusive

Being inclusive means reaching out and taking account of the special needs of people who
may be marginalised by remoteness, disadvantage or not speaking English as a first language.
However, inclusiveness must be with the right people.

8. Address all aspects of
wellbeing

Social, economic and cultural values are integral elements of sustainability and inseparable
elements of wellbeing.

Pathways – or the steppingstones – to the investment of benefits*
Table 1-2: Pathways or steppingstones to community planning (*Note that the land councils and Indigenous parties
to native title and land rights agreements control where monies or benefits are directed and in which form.
Governments have limited ability to interfere in these statutory processes and attempts to do so are likely to be
resisted by the land councils. However, the principles and pathways below might be used for broader community
planning on economic development).
Key steps
What this means
1. Seek permission

Seek permission to start the discussion with community leaders, who may be those with
cultural authority.

2. Work collaboratively
with local consultants or
facilitators

Capacity to incorporate or complement local leadership and current community life is often
contingent on a good working partnership with local brokers able to work across cultures and
within systems for social coordination and agreement-making. This could be Indigenous
engagement coordinators or people and/or businesses with strong relationships with
particular towns or language groups.

3. Build trust and
relationships

Working respectfully with Aboriginal people is built on trust, relationships and cultural
competence. This includes working with existing governance structures (which may be more
or less visible) and respecting cultural authority.

4. Support community
aspirations and agendas

Too often, Aboriginal people are responding to government and company agendas.
Engagement starts with listening to the aspirations and agendas of Aboriginal people,
facilitating community-planning, then enabling locally driven aspirations.

5. Provide information

Provide information that allows people to make informed choices and provide informed
consent. This information should be presented in a culturally appropriate way that suits
people with a range of educational backgrounds and may require use of interpreters.
Information sharing may incorporate ‘walking in two worlds’, blending both traditional
(interconnected) and Western scientific (technical) conceptions of knowledge.

6. Tailored engagement
plans

The level and type of engagement will be determined by cultural leaders and their
representative bodies. Aboriginal people should have control over research and planning that
is compatible with existing decision-making structures. Planning for engagement will require
appropriate time and resourcing. Native title holders and traditional owners may initially
delegate decision-making to their authorised representatives such as boards, trusts or land
councils.

7. Ground-up approaches

‘Ground-up’ approaches to research, community engagement and service delivery recognise
the sovereignty of traditional owners and take seriously both Indigenous and non-Indigenous
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practices of knowledge and governance. In practice this means working under the guidance
of local Indigenous elders. It frequently involves reassessing the key concepts and
assumptions of Western knowledge orientations so as to develop improved possibilities for
collaborative governance, business, service delivery.
8. Iterative approaches

Approaches are likely to evolve over time as communities think about choices, gain
confidence, build assets and consider options. Success often starts with small achievements,
or ‘low hanging fruit’, that motivate continued involvement.

9. Clear rights, roles and
responsibilities

The rights, roles and responsibilities of all parties must be clarified and respected, including
transparency and accountability for commitments made.

10. Government as enabler

Government will provide a coordinated support and enabling role that offers guidance, builds
capacity to capitalise on opportunities and shares useful knowledge. Government’s enabling
role includes sound policy settings (e.g. around Aboriginal procurement), accountable systems
and cultural competence and skills of people and programs providing support services.

11. Evaluation

Evaluation of both processes and outcomes will guide transparency and accountability and
support iterative improvement of organisational and other development practices. This must
be done in a culturally appropriate way, and incorporate learning and long-term perspectives.

Background
This section provides relevant context and background on the Beetaloo Sub-Basin, land rights, agreementmaking and ways in which the benefits of these agreements are currently disbursed and invested. Section
3 then moves to a discussion of these issues in the literature.

An Aboriginal Territory
Aboriginal people comprise about 30 per cent of the Northern Territory’s population. They have exclusive
freehold title to 85 percent of the coastline and 50 percent of its land under the Aboriginal Land Rights
(NT) Act 1976 as well as recognised native title interests in most of the remainder (Northern Land Council
nd). All prospective leases for oil and gas in the Northern Territory are on either Aboriginal freehold land
or land subject to native title rights and interests (SIHFNT, 2018).
Land tenure in the Beetaloo Basin is mostly pastoral leases subject to native title, bordered by Aboriginal
land trusts owned under the Land Rights Act: from the large Karlantijpa Land Trust to the west and south
of Elliott (which has no granted exploration permits); to the Wubalawun Land Trust to the east of Larrimah
and Mataranka and the Mangarrayi and Alawa Land Trusts between the Stuart Highway and Minyerri.
The latter three land trusts are covered by Exploration Permit 154 (Hancock Prospecting) with a number
of areas vetoed from exploration, including water courses such as the Mataranka Hot Springs and Roper
River.

The Beetaloo Basin
The Beetaloo Basin covers 18,500 square kilometres in the centre of the Northern Territory, between the
two regional centres of Katherine and Tennant Creek. The main economic sectors are pastoral activities
and tourism along the Stuart Highway.
Mines on the periphery of the basin include: Bootu Creek manganese mine to the north of Tennant Creek,
an iron ore province along the Roper Highway which has experienced mixed fortunes, a potential ilmenite
mine near Minyerri, McArthur River Mine’s (MRM) zinc-lead-silver mine at Borroloola, Merlin Diamonds
(under care and maintenance south of MRM) and prospective gold, copper and phosphate provinces
further north and south.
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There was no history of mining or industrial activity in the Beetaloo Basin until onshore oil and gas
exploration began about 10 years ago. Three oil and gas companies – Origin, Santos and Pangaea - have
drilled test wells in the Beetaloo sub-basin (described by the Hydraulic Fracturing Inquiry as highly
prospective), but individual hydraulic fracturing projects in the Beetaloo are yet to be established as
technically and commercially viable. A new Labor Government imposed a moratorium on hydraulic
fracturing (or fracking) in September 2016. In December 2016, it commissioned an independent Scientific
inquiry into hydraulic fracturing in the Northern Territory, headed by Justice Pepper from the NSW Land
and Environment Court. The inquiry’s report was delivered in March 2018, with 135 recommendations.
In April 2018, the NT Government agreed to implement all recommendations and lifted the moratorium.
In June 2019, the Government approved Origin Energy's environmental management plan for civil
engineering works to resume on its Kyalla test well on the Hayfield Shenandoah Station near Daly Waters,
and one for civil engineering works and seismic testing by Santos on Tanumbirini Station north of Elliott.
In July 2019, the government announced ‘no go’ zones for onshore exploration.
No production approvals will be granted until all recommendations are implemented, including a strategic
regional environment and baseline assessment (SREBA) for the Beetaloo (expected to be completed in
2022). The technical studies for the Beetaloo geological and bioregional assessment (GBA) have been
funded by the Australian Government and are in progress. The Northern Territory in May 2020 allocated
$11 million towards the SREBA, including a social, cultural and economic study to gather regional
qualitative and quantitative data, with a view to cost-recovery from companies.
The main companies with exploration permits in the Beetaloo and adjoining McArthur Basins are 7:
•
•

•
•

•
•

Hancock Prospecting on ALRA land south of the Roper Highway, between the towns of Mataranka
and Larrimah on the Stuart Highway and Ngukurr to the east.
Origin Energy (whose junior partner is Falcon Oil and Gas) has exploration permits on native title
land north and south of the Carpentaria Highway, east of Daly Waters. It has the Kalala, Amungee,
Beetaloo and Velkerri exploration wells. Origin’s exploration permits cover nine pastoral
properties east of Elliott, Daly Waters and Dunmarra.
Empire Energy in June 2020 announced a drilling program for its Carpentaria-1 tenement (EP187).
Imperial Oil and Gas, part of Empire Energy, is exploring west of Borroloola towards the Limmen
National Park in the east of the Territory. It was one of the first companies to apply for petroleum
tenements in the McArthur Basin in 2010 on Mambaliya Rrumburriya Wuyaliya Aboriginal Land
Trust land.
Santos has exploration permits for the Tanumbirini and Inacumba wells just off the Carpentaria
Highway, east of Daly Waters (part owned by Tamboran Resources)
Pangaea has several exploration permits to the west of the Stuart Highway between Katherine
and Elliott (includes Birdum Creek, Tarlee, Manbulloo and Wyworrie wells) and one permit to the
east of the highway below Elliott.

This information was compiled in May 2020 from company websites, media releases, submissions to the
Hydraulic Fracturing Inquiry, environmental management plans (https://denr.nt.gov.au/onshoregas/environment-management-plan/approved-emps) and Northern Territory Government websites:
https://resourcingtheterritory.nt.gov.au/oil-and-gas/onshore-exploration; https://hydraulicfracturing.nt.gov.au/;
https://frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/
https://resourcingtheterritory.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/756559/major-mines-and-developingprojects.pdf
7
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•
•

Armour Energy is exploring in the McArthur Basin, around Borroloola, including its Glyde well.
INPEX in the Velkerri Formation near Origin and Santos’s permits near Daly Waters. INPEX began
discussions with the Northern Land Council about five years ago but halted plans in the Beetaloo
due to the moratorium and more recently because of COVID-19 and the declining oil price.

Other companies with acreage:
•
•

Minerals Australia and Jacaranda Minerals
Paltar Petroleum and Sweetpea.

Land rights 8
The investment of benefits payments from development on Aboriginal land constitutes a substantial, if
rarely discussed, economic sector in the Northern Territory. Benefits payments are negotiated as
compensation for loss of title and as rental payments to access and use Aboriginal or native title land.
Payments come primarily from mining, parks and leasing within Aboriginal townships and communities,
as well as oil and gas extraction and linear projects such as the Adelaide to Darwin railway and pipelines.
Most resource agreements are negotiated under the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (NT) 1976 and Native
Title Act 1993, although some are voluntary as will be outlined below.
Most of the Northern Territory – and the entire area covered by the Beetaloo sub-basin - is covered by
Aboriginal land or native title:
•

•

Aboriginal freehold land covered by the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (NT) 1976. About 50% of the
land in the Northern Territory is held by land trusts, administered by the Northern, Central, Tiwi
and Anindilyakwa Land Councils as the statutory representative bodies for Aboriginal traditional
owners.
Land in respect of which native title rights and interests exist under the Native Title Act 1993,
which establishes processes by which development can occur. Federal Court determination of
native title formally recognises these rights and interests, covering both exclusive (the right to
assert sole possession, use and occupation) and non-exclusive possession that co-exists with
other interests in the land, such as pastoral leases.

The Central and Northern Land Councils are representative bodies, which gives them the right to make
claims and to negotiate agreements before a native title determination is made. After a native title
determination by the Federal Court, a prescribed body corporate must be established to ‘hold’ native
title, which is then tasked with negotiating agreements with external parties from that time onwards.
Uniquely in Australia (where multiple prescribed bodies corporate have control over relatively small
areas), the NLC has formed the ‘Top End Default PBC’ (directors are the NLC Executive) to be the PBC for
all native title holders in its area.
In addition, proponents in the Northern Territory must meet the legislated protections of the Aboriginal
Sacred Sites Act 1989 – through the Aboriginal Areas Protection Authority – and Heritage Act 2011 in
relation to disturbance of any sacred or heritage sites. The presence of sacred or special cultural sites may
require restricted works areas.

For good summaries see Chapter 11 of the Fracking Inquiry’s Report (SIHFNT, 2018), the NT Aboriginal land and sea action plan
(Northern Territory Government, 2019c) and the OECD report (2019a).

8
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All known prospective onshore shale gas areas in the Northern Territory, including the Beetaloo Subbasin, are on land covered by the Aboriginal Land Rights Act or the Native Title Act. Thus, any gas company
applying to Government for the grant of a petroleum interest under the Petroleum Act must comply with
the statutory processes of these Acts (SIHFNT, 2018).

Aboriginal Land Rights Act (NT) 1976
The Aboriginal Land Rights Act gives traditional Aboriginal owners the right to be consulted and the right
to consent or veto the grant of an exploration permit on Aboriginal land. This is considered consistent
with the concept of ‘free, prior and informed consent’ outlined in the United Nations Declaration of the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UN, 2007). The Act defines ‘traditional owners’ as “a local descent group
of Aboriginals who (a) have common spiritual affiliations to a site on the land, being affiliations that place
the group under a primary spiritual responsibility for that site and for the land; and (b) are entitled by
Aboriginal tradition to forage as of right over that land”.
Under Section 23(3) of the Aboriginal Land Rights Act, Land Councils must determine the traditional
owners for a particular area. This is likely to require extensive anthropological research with many
different estate groups dispersed over vast areas, in order to convene ‘consent to negotiate’ meetings.
At this point, traditional owners have the power of veto over the proposal. If the company’s application
is approved and an exploration licence granted by government, an agreement is forged between the land
council and applicant company (Elias, 2007).

Native Title Act 1993
Most exploration permits in the Beetaloo and other areas prospective for onshore shale gas are on land
subject to native title. Native Title covers communal, group or individual interests to land or waters
possessed under traditional law and custom and often overlaps with pastoral leases. While native title
does not provide the power of veto over proposed exploration or development, native title holders do
have statutory rights to be consulted and to enter into contractual agreements. These agreements may
include provisions that stop companies from entering restricted areas or ‘no go’ zones on the basis that
to do so would interfere with sacred sites. The granting of a petroleum exploration permit by the
Government under the Petroleum Act is a ‘future act’ for the purposes of the Native Title Act.
Under the Native Title Act, the Government must give notice to any native title parties in the area where
it proposes to grant a petroleum exploration permit to a gas company. The Government, native title party
and gas company have six months to negotiate an agreement in good faith (or appeal to the Native Title
Tribunal). The Native Title Act does not prescribe what goes into the agreement. On reaching agreement,
the negotiating parties and the relevant land council enter into a ‘tripartite’ agreement whereby the
native title party consents to the Government granting a permit to the gas company (SIHFNT, 2018).
In addition to the tripartite deed mentioned above, ancillary agreements between the parties are usually
entered into (which the Government is not party to). These agreements govern land access, sacred site
protection, business opportunities and compensatory arrangements. They are confidential.
Compensation is paid according to the terms of the agreement, but often to a prescribed body corporate
(where there is a determination of native title) or to the native title representative body (where there is
not a determination of native title).
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As of January 2019, there had been 106 determinations of native title in the Northern Territory, 95 of
which were entered by agreement, and 55 active claimant applications (Aboriginal Land and Sea Action
Plan (NTG, 2019c)).

History of agreement making
The concept of benefit sharing was introduced by the Minister for Territories, Paul Hasluck, in 1952 when
post-war Australia was considering mining bauxite for ‘strategic national purposes’ (to build warplanes).
Hasluck wanted to see reserves used for Aboriginal economic benefit. While reserves were to be opened
on a controlled basis, any royalties from mining were to be earmarked for the benefit of Aboriginal people.
Hasluck suggested an Aboriginal benefits trust into which all royalties would be paid. The statutory royalty
paid on Aboriginal reserves would be double the rate stipulated in the Mining Ordinance (Altman, 2009).
One of the first large mines on an Aboriginal reserve in the Northern Territory was Nabalco’s bauxite mine
on the Gove Peninsula. Yolŋu traditional owners consented neither to mining nor to the special purpose
leases granted by the Australian Government to Nabalco. Yolŋu leaders challenged the decision in the
courts and sent their Bark Petition of 1963 to the Australian Parliament. Hasluck’s suggestions were
ignored. The Commonwealth was keen to see remote Arnhem Land commercially developed (Altman,
2009). The controversy generated by Yolŋu leaders’ protests led to the 1973 Woodward Land Rights
Commission, which adopted Hasluck’s recommendations. The commission added that Aboriginal
landowners could negotiate additional benefits above this minimum. Woodward also recommended that
statutory royalties be divided according to a formula: 30% as compensation to the people affected by a
mine; 40% to Aboriginal land councils; and the remaining 30% to be retained by the Aboriginal Benefits
Trust Account (ABTA) and distributed more widely for the benefit of Aboriginal people in the NT. In 2009,
Altman estimated that several hundred million dollars had been paid into the ABTA.
The first resource agreements negotiated in Australia under the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (NT) 1976
were the Ranger Uranium Mine (1978), Nabarlek with Queensland Mines (1979), Mereenie with Santos
(1981), Palm Valley with Magellan (1982), Jabiluka with ERA (1982), Tanami Mine with Newmont (1983)
and Dead Bullock Soak (Newmont 1991).
The Woodward Commission recommended that Land Councils be established as independent entities to
carry out functions under the Aboriginal Land Rights Act to consult with and express the views of
Aboriginal people. Justice Woodward wanted to ensure that Aboriginal people’s consent was given
without the risk of coercion or manipulation. He felt that land councils would help Aboriginal people
negotiate against powerful and well-resourced extracting industry companies (SIHFNT, 2018, p. 269).
The following table provides examples of agreements negotiated before and after land rights. In the case
of the Larrakia, negotiations came after their native title rights in Darwin were extinguished. The variable
outcomes would appear to be influenced by which parties were powerful at the time. This might be taken,
perhaps, as reinforcing Woodward’s comments on the need for land councils to protect the interests of
less powerful landowner groups.
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Table 2-1: Examples of agreement-making

Year
1963

Project
Gemco
Manganese

Location
Groote
Eylandt

(Gemco, a
subsidiary of
BHP)

Tenure
Aboriginal
reserve
(Arnhem
Land
Aboriginal
Reserve)

Who had
the power
Church
Missionary
Society

Why

Outcome

The Society negotiated special mineral
leases and royalty payments on behalf of
Warnindilyakwa traditional owners. The
Missionary Society held the monies in trust
for Aboriginal people living on Groote
Island (Altman, 2009).

In 1969, the Groote Eylandt Aboriginal Trust Inc. was incorporated as
trustee of the Groote Eylandt Aboriginal Trust, receiving millions of
dollars of royalty payments each year on behalf of about 1800 GEAT
beneficiaries on Groote Eylandt and Bickerton Island (GEAT website,
sighted May 2020).
Initially, minimal conditions were placed around management and
disbursement of funds (Prout-Quicke et al., 2017), which led to the
Trust’s public officer being charged and its auditors being sued for
failing to detect millions of dollars in fraud (Wild, 2014).
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-09-19/groote-eylandt-aboriginaltrust/5756978 This led to a substantial restructure of GEAT, with strong
governance provisions: https://www.geat.com.au/organisation/aboutus
In 2015, a new deed determined that 50% of the Trust’s net income
must be deposited in a Preservation Fund to provide a financial future
beyond mining. As well as mining royalties, the Trust earns money from
rental properties, investments and transport services.

1965

Nabalco bauxite
mine and
refinery
(later Alcan,
then Rio Tinto)

Gove

Aboriginal
reserve

Australian
Govt

Nabalco’s bauxite mine was approved
under a special ordinance from the
Australian Government. Government
required royalties to be paid, but not at the
rate suggested by Hasluck (Altman, 2009)
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Aboriginal protests were ignored which precipitated Milirrpum and
others v Nabalco and the Commonwealth that challenged the
government’s right to issue mining leases without traditional owner
consent. 1963 saw the Bark Petition to Australian Parliament.
The Gumatj and Rirratjingu Corporations were set up to invest royalty
monies. Both have extensive commercial interests on the Gove
Peninsula.

Year

Project

Location

Tenure

Who had
the power

Why

Outcome
Rio Tinto took over the mine. Rio has a history of setting industry
standards in relation to agreement-making and voluntarily signed a new
2011 Rio Agreement (see below).

1978

Ranger
Uranium Mine

Australian
Atomic Energy
Commission
and Ranger
Uranium Mines
Pty Ltd
(Peko Wallsend,
now ERA)

Alligator
Rivers
Region

Aboriginal
reserve

Australian
Govt

Uranium was contentious so the Australian
Government commissioned the Fox Inquiry
in 1975 in response to the proposed
Ranger Uranium Mine. ALRA was about to
be enacted, Australia’s first national
environmental legislation had been
enacted (1974 EPIP Act), government was
considering declaration of Kakadu National
Park, and Rum Jungle Mine has closed with
considerable environmental degradation.
Despite the opposition of MirarrGundjeihmi people, Fox et al. (1977)
recommended Ranger proceed, as it would
ensure the flow of economic benefits
under ALRA (Scambary, 2013).

Payment of royalties was contentious. Later studies found payments to
Nabarlek and Ranger had done little to improve the socioeconomic
status of Aboriginal people. In the case of Nabarlek, Queensland Mines
distributed cash payments direct to royalty associations, which were
later criticised for poor management capacity (Scambary, 2013).
Other concerns were that most Aboriginal people working at Ranger
were from elsewhere, as well as reports of alcohol abuse and tensions
between Aboriginal groups (Scambary, 2013).
The Alligator Rivers Land Claim and Ranger Agreement was the first
under the new ALRA. It was signed between the NLC and Australian
Government in 1978, requiring environmental controls (Office of the
Supervising Scientist), Commonwealth rent to be paid to Aboriginal
traditional owners (with an upfront payment of $1.9M) and mining
royalties to the Aboriginal Benefits Account. It had provisions for the
employment and training of Aboriginal people (Scambary, 2013).
Scambary suggests that $207.7M was paid in Ranger mining royalties to
the ABA between 1980 and 2006, of which 30% was returned to the
Gagadju Association until 1995 then to the Gundjeihmi Association.
Gagadju invested in assets such as the Crocodile and Cooinda Hotels,
individual royalty payments and services such as aged care and
outstation support (see Scambary, 2013, p. 79). Royalty payments
narrowed to Mirarr people, via Gunjehmi Aboriginal Corporation in
1995.
(See also 2.6.1)
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Year
1980

Project
Granites gold
mine

Location

Tenure

Who had
the power

1993

McArthur River
Mine, silverlead-zinc

Mt Todd, gold
mine

(Zapopan, Vista
Gold is now the
operator)

Outcome

Tanami

ALRA

Central Land
Council

The CLC was backed by the Australian
Government when New Flinders tried to
bypass the land council and fast-track
regulatory approvals. The company was
under pressure to get the project going, so
was forced to negotiate. Conditions
included environmental studies and royalty
payments (Barnes, 2013)

Substantial royalty payments under ALRA and voluntary additional
investment by current operator Newmont. Establishment of Kurra
Corporation. GMAAAC distributes to communities and invests royalties
in community development projects, through CLC (see more detailed
discussion under community development below).

Borroloola

Nil

Company
(MIM),
Australian
Govt

NLC lodged a Borroloola land claim, which
was largely thwarted by the NT
Government. NLC was seeking funding to
purchase pastoral leases on behalf of TOs,
but MIM bought McArthur River, Bing Bong
and Trawalla pastoral leases. NLC
threatened a claim under the pending
Native Title Act. The Australian
Government was determined to fast-track
the mine and NT legislation extinguished
native title to provide certainty to the
company.

MIM, then MRM, paid no royalties.

A land claim had been rejected but Jawoyn
were able to threaten a native title claim
under the pending Act. Jawoyn had won
their Nitmiluk land claim in 1989 (after an
11-year fight) and had stopped the
Coronation Hill Mine in 1991. Jawoyn had
strong leadership, a history of investing in
businesses and strong negotiating power.
Jawoyn were supported by both
governments and the company, who were

Jawoyn exchanged native title interests over the area for an ‘enhanced
freehold’ under a goldmine development agreement between the NT
Government, Zapopan and the Jawoyn Association. The agreement
included the ultimate return of the land as freehold title to the Jawoyn
and a number of cultural, employment, training and housing benefits.
The agreement stipulated that the Jawoyn would not receive royalties,
rent or other revenue from the mine. Benefits included title to the land,
$1 million in government-funded jobs and training, a bus service and
scholarships. In 1997, 43 of 327 employees at the mine were Aboriginal.
The Jawoyn established a joint venture with their own mining company

(New Flinders,
Normandy, now
Newmont

1992

Why

Katherine

Nil

Jawoyn
Association
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The Australian Government provided compensation (purchased
Bauhinia Station, a share in barging company now part-owned owned
by Indigenous Business Australia). Mawurli and Wirriwangkuma
Aboriginal Association (MAWA) was set up as a public benevolent
institution in 1994 to provide charitable cultural and social welfare
support to four traditional owner groups with revenue from share in
Aburri barging operation.
In 2007 a community benefits trust was established, controlled by MRM
and the NT Government. This is not royalties or compensation, but a
community-wide charitable trust (see a more detailed analysis below
under Community Benefits Trust).

Year

From
1970s

Project

Larrakia land

Location

Darwin

Tenure

Contested

Who had
the power

Government
initially, then
Larrakia
(through NLC)

Why

Outcome

keen to see the project go ahead and to
avoid delays.

to explore for gold and joined the NT Chamber of Mines. Due to a
decline in gold prices, the mine was closed in 1997. The Jawoyn retained
the assets they had developed (ATNS website; Toyne, 1994). The
current owner is Vista Gold. Jawoyn also benefitted from the Nitmiluk
land claim, which led to an agreement with the NT Government to
jointly manage what was declared as Nitmiluk National Park (see case
study).

Larrakia people’s land rights in Darwin
were extinguished in the 1970s when the
NT Government extended the town’s
boundaries to thwart claims under the
1976 Aboriginal Land Rights (NT) Act.
However, Larrakia people never ceded
sovereignty and maintain spiritual and
cultural connections to their land and
waters.
Despite the loss of native title rights (see
Risk v Northern Territory of Australia
(Unreported, FCA, 17 May 2006, Mansfield
J), the Northern Land Council (NLC) points
to International requirements for
businesses and governments to recognise
and respect Aboriginal people’s
connections to country. These include
Article 32 of the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples (UNDRIP); the OECD Guidelines for
Multinational Enterprises; and the
International Finance Corporation’s
Performance Standards and Guidance
Notes that apply to international financing.
Through the Northern Land Council, the

Larrakia Nation Aboriginal Corporation was set up in 1997 to represent
the interests and further the aspirations of eight Larrakia families,
particularly with respect to native title.
The Larrakia Development Corporation (LDC) was established by
Larrakia with support from the NLC. The LDC negotiated a voluntary
memorandum of understanding with INPEX in relation to the company’s
planned LNG plant at Blaydin Point in 2009.
The Larrakia Development Corporation has invested in commercial
enterprises, has a board representing Darwin’s Larrakia families and
distributes funds to these families (eg for scholarships).
The LDC was incorporated in 2002. The board and management are led
by Larrakia traditional owners. The primary objective of the LDC is to
“create economic opportunities for the Larrakia people through the
creation and operation of sustainable business models and the
maintenance of the Larrakia Development Trust”. LDC has provided
services and entered into joint venture partnerships with a number of
companies.
In 2016, the Kenbi Land claim was finalised 37 years after being lodged
by the Northern Land Council, the Native Title Representative Body of
the Larrakia people. This was the longest-running land claim in Australia.
As a result, 52,000 hectares of land was assigned to a land trust, and
13,000 hectares of freehold land was to be held by the LDC.
The LDC introduced a distribution policy in 2006, devoting a proportion
of profits to support Larrakia families through the Larrakia Development
Trust, which is available to all named descendents of Larrakia apical
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Year

Project

Location

Tenure

Who had
the power

Why

Outcome

Larrakia have negotiated compensation
(land and payments), despite the loss of
Native Title in Darwin, such as land at
Bullocky Point and on East Arm Peninsula
and land for commercial development at
Darla.
On behalf of the Larrakia people, the
Northern Land Council negotiated
agreements with ConocoPhillips (now
Santos) for the Wickham Point LNG plant
and with the NT Government for the
AustralAsia Railway, Darwin Port and Darla
residential sub-division.
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ancestors listed in the Kenbi Land Claim.
In 2018, a Larrakia INPEX Foundation Trust was established to provide
education opportunities and support elders (see INPEX case study
below).

Agreement-making
The first step to investment of royalty payments is the process of agreement-making and the distribution of benefits, which is now addressed. The following table
summarises key types of agreements which are discussed in more detail below:
Table 2-2: Types of agreements
Types of agreements

Examples

Negotiated statutory
agreements, prescribed by
relevant legislation
Other negotiated agreements

Exploration and operational agreements under the Aboriginal Land Rights Act 1976 and Native Title Act 1993. Compensation for access and use of land and loss
of native title. Negotiated by land councils as the representatives of traditional owners and native title holders. May include royalty payments and provision for
jobs, social enterprises, business planning, seed funding, contracting to traditional owner enterprises, investment in community development.
Voluntary agreements where land rights have not been established or native title has been extinguished.
In some cases, companies have voluntarily renegotiated agreements, such as Rio Tinto’s Gove Agreement in 2011 and the INPEX-Larrakia Foundation Trust.

Market-based agreements

This can include commercial contracts, joint ventures and memoranda of understanding and may start with organisations developing strategic plans for
economic use of land, then seeking commercial partners, e.g. Tiwi Partners Pty Ltd, an arrangement between the Tiwi Islands Regional Council, Tiwi Land
Councils and construction company Sitzler.
Social investment includes company-financed or philanthropic investments and donations to community programs. It includes contributions to create shared
value and inspire community development. Social investments may be additional to compensatory investment by companies for the social and environmental
impacts of their activities (IPIECA, 2020, www.ipieca.org)

Social investment approaches
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Content of statutory agreements
As outlined above, a statutory process guides how compensation agreements are negotiated with
traditional owners whose land may be affected by gas companies’ plans, from exploration agreements to
Indigenous land use agreements (ILUAs). Negotiated agreements may include (Elias, 2007; NLC, 2018):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

financial compensation in the shape of royalties
jobs and training
investment in community and social infrastructure such as roads, airstrips, ablution blocks
business opportunities
investment in community development projects
project planning and field activities (such as cultural heritage monitors and environmental
surveys)
environmental protection programs
protection of sacred sites and special places, including restricted works areas and ‘no go’ zones.

Benefits
Benefits paid under the two Acts are, essentially, compensation for use of land or loss of rights. Land
councils help landowners to negotiate agreements with mining companies or other bodies, including the
distribution of rent or royalty payments to, or for the benefit of, title holders. In Central Australia, land
use agreements are generally to royalty associations. These associations commonly invest half the
payments and distribute the rest to members (Hunt & Campbell, 2016).
Benefits are received in the following ways:
•
•

through agreements under the Native Title Act and Land Rights Act
monies equivalent statutory royalties (which do not require agreements), which is money
matched by the Australian Government to royalties paid to the Northern Territory Government
for mining on land covered by the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (NT) 1976. This is received by the
Aboriginal Benefits Account (ABA) and redistributed:
o
o
o

to the Territory’s four land councils for administrative purposes
as affected area payments to Aboriginal royalty associations
as Aboriginal Benefits Account grants.

The ABA is administered by the National Indigenous Australians Agency (NIAA) in the Department of the
Prime Minister and Cabinet and guided by an advisory committee of 14 members nominated by the
Territory’s four land councils. Its 2018-19 Annual Report records that the ABA received $426 million in
‘royalty equivalents’ in 2018-19, up about 30% on the previous year. It distributed:
•
•
•

•

$61.46 million to the four land councils for administration
$127.81 million to royalty associations
$10.29 million as grants for the benefit of Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory (for example
to develop the Bush Medijina site on Groote Eylandt to host women’s cultural and capabilitybuilding initiatives, for Tiwi land and sea ranger programs, and to the Jilamara Arts and Crafts
Association on the Tiwi Islands to purchase a vehicle to support cultural programs)
$5.5 million for payments in relation to township leases and subleases.

Chapter 3: Maximising the benefits of agreement-making, Jane Munday, Michaela Spencer, Kirsty Howey 2020

172

Native Title Agreements
The two main types of agreements under the Native Title Act are ‘right to negotiate agreements’ under
S31 of the Act and Indigenous land use agreements (ILUAs). They are voluntary but legally binding
agreements under the Native Title Act covering the use and management of land and waters. They are
registered with the Native Title Office.
Kevin Stephens a Darwin-based lawyer, outlines provisions commonly contained in ILUAs (Stephens,
2010, p. 344-347).
Good neighbour:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

sacred site protection
environmental protection and rehabilitation, including minimum standards and reporting on
incidents
socio-economic studies for any environmental impact study
a liaison committee
access to project information
rights of access by Aboriginal people to the project area
instruction on Aboriginal culture for mining staff and contractors
dealing with surplus property of the mining company
confirmation that the agreement or actions of the company do not extinguish native title rights
and interests.

Employment, training and business:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

a general obligation to maximise Aboriginal employment
an employment liaison officer
advance reporting of job opportunities
specifying Aboriginal employment as a factor in determining tender outcomes
regular report on Aboriginal employment outcomes
provisions on maximising Aboriginal training
a general obligation to maximise Aboriginal business opportunities
advance reporting of business opportunities and specifying these as a factor in determining
tender outcomes
a 10% price advantage for Aboriginal businesses
regular reporting on outcomes.

Compensation provisions in theory should have regard to the level of impact on native title rights and
interests:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

includes payments upon grant of each tenement
land use fees
lump sum payments equivalent to the percentage of project capital costs
annual payments based on the number of hectares
production royalties of between 1 and 4% of the value of minerals
royalties on net profits
some form of equity
administrative costs.

Chapter 3: Maximising the benefits of agreement-making, Jane Munday, Michaela Spencer, Kirsty Howey 2020

173

Sometimes governments are proponents and party to agreements. A recent example is the ILUA to be
negotiated between the Northern Territory Government and Lhere Artepe Aboriginal Corporation, the
prescribed body Corporate for traditional owners in Alice Springs. The ILUA is to provide five new parcels
of land for residential, commercial and industrial development to support industry, promote employment
and attract investment to Alice Springs. In exchange, there is to be no cash. The ILUA focuses on jobs,
training, Aboriginal-led youth programs, cooperative land management and social housing opportunities
(NT Government media release, 20 May 2020).

CASE STUDIES – Indigenous Land Use Agreements
Two examples of ILUAS:
• Project Sea Dragon: In December 2019 the ILUA for Seafarm’s Project Sea Dragon Legune Grow
Out Facility was registered by the Native Title Tribunal, with native title holders using some of
these funds to upgrade the Marralum Outstation on Legune Station, 100 km north-east of
Kununurra. Native title holders worked with the NLC’s community development staff during
negotiations and intend to use upgraded housing at the outstation as a base for jobs at the
proposed prawn farm (see www.nlc.org.au/media-publications/project-sea-dragon-iluaseafarms-agreement).
•

Bradshaw Field Training Area: Another success story is the ILUA finalised in 2003 with
traditional owners for the Bradshaw Field Training Area near Timber Creek. The area is one of
the Australian Defence Force’s largest military training areas and was purchased by the
Australian Government in 1996. The Bradshaw Partnering ILUA was negotiated by the
Department of Defence with the Northern Land Council and traditional owners. It provides
recurrent funding for more than a decade to support a dedicated position at Timber Creek. This
will help traditional owners implement and monitor the Bradshaw ILUA. The agreement is
monitored by a liaison committee of traditional owners, defence personnel and the Northern
Land Council. The ILUA led to the establishment of the Bradshaw and Timber Creek Contracting
and Resource Co (BTCC), a 100% Aboriginal-owned company, with a board of six Aboriginal
directors who are all traditional owners. Formed in June 2008, BTCC started off bidding for
minor works contracts, then won contracts with Defence, the Victoria Daly Regional Council and
the Northern Territory Government for roadworks, defence support and weed management. It
has entered into joint ventures with other civil works companies for large road contracts. BTCC
has built up a strong asset base including an industrial work shed and yard, a dedicated workers’
village and a range of plant and machinery. The company employs five full-time Aboriginal men
and another 15 on a casual basis (Northern Land Council, Annual report 2017-2018).

Investment approaches
Investments by land councils
As Faircheallaigh (2017a; b) notes, the outcomes of negotiated agreements and funds distribution have
been mixed. Some have suffered from fraud and mismanagement. At the same time, Aboriginal
corporations and land councils have become increasingly sophisticated in their distribution and
investment policies, with substantial investment in property and business enterprises, often
supplemented by other sources of funding. These organisations’ websites commonly express aspirations
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to become financially independent by investing royalties to generate a revenue stream beyond the life of
the mines.
While the Aboriginal Land Rights Act encourages land councils to carry out commercial activities for the
benefit of Aboriginal people, it constrains them by stipulating that they neither incur financial liabilities
nor receive a financial benefit from these activities. In response, land councils have established
commercial entities and businesses to promote economic development generally, quite apart from
mining and petroleum monies. These structures are quite complex and vary in transparency, so the
following is not a complete picture.
•

Central Land Council: Centrecorp Aboriginal Investment Corporation is a private company
registered in 1985. It was created after an agreement between the CLC and NT Gas Pty Ltd to
lease a corridor of land for a gas pipeline. The CLC created Centrecorp to hold three shares in
Centrecorp, with Tangentyere Council Inc and Central Australian Aboriginal Congress each
owning a share. Centrecorp’s goals are to:
o improve educational outcomes for disadvantaged youth and support activities such as
participation in sporting, cultural, personal development, community service and social
activities (achieved through the Centrecorp Foundation)
o generate investment income to provide long-term economic security for traditional
owners: it has invested in a range of businesses, including a large share in the Yeperenye
shopping centre, a share in the Adelaide to Darwin railway and in Peter Kittle Motors.
The Central Land Council established Centrefarm, a company with a mandate to establish smallscale horticultural enterprises on Aboriginal land.

•

•

The Northern Land Council established the Aboriginal Investment Group, which operates a
remote laundries project, remote stores and business services. The AIG covers a number of
entities including the North Australia Aboriginal Corporation, the main operational arm of AIG
which is responsible for all wealth creation activities; the North Australian Aboriginal Charitable
Trust; and Create Housing and Construction Pty Ltd. The NLC has created a number of corporate
entities over the years to receive and manage monies. Many have become powerful entities in
their own right with investment arms, operational arms and community benefit trusts (e.g.
Gunjeihmi, Gumatj and Rirratjingu Aboriginal Corporations discussed below).
Tiwi Land Council operates the Tiwi Aboriginal Land Trust. Landowners have developed several
private corporations to manage and develop their assets, including plantations, commercial subdivisions and industrial activities. Examples include Tiwi Enterprises, set up by the eight Tiwi land
groups in 2007 to develop and manage economic development opportunities, such as
accommodation, workshops, a hire car business, nursery, bus service, civil and maintenance
services and management of a Nguiu barge facility. Other enterprises include the Tiwi Plantations
Corporation and Port Melville Pty Ltd.

CASE STUDY – Anindilyakwa Land Council
Gemco’s manganese mine on Groote Eylandt is on Aboriginal freehold land so generates two streams of
royalties: under the mining agreement and from areas affected money redistributed by the Aboriginal
Benefits Account. The Groote Eylandt Aboriginal Trust (GEAT) was established in the 1960s by the
Church Missionary Society to manage and distribute mining royalties. This role was taken over by the
Anindilyakwa Land Council when it was established in 1991 but GEAT continues to receive funds to
allow it to provide services to the Warnindilyakwa people. The ALC distributes money to 16 Aboriginal

Chapter 3: Maximising the benefits of agreement-making, Jane Munday, Michaela Spencer, Kirsty Howey 2020

175

corporations and has established a royalty development unit to provide advice on the distribution of
funds and support to Aboriginal corporations.
The Groote Eylandt and Bickerton Island Enterprises (GEBIE) was established in 2001 as the business
arm of the land council. It is the largest corporation to which mining royalties are directed. In 2013,
GEBIE became an independent corporation, with a separate board and directors. GEBIE divisions include
a community development program, lawn and garden maintenance division, a large construction and
mining camp, housing and commercial properties. Two for-profit subsidiaries are GEBIE Civil and
Construction and the Groote Eylandt Lodge, a 74-room, 4-star resort. GEBIE’s profits have been
redistributed to key projects such as a $1.1 million sewerage extension in Angurugu and $3 million
towards a health clinic in Umbakumba.
Groote Eylandt’s Warnindilyakwa people received between $13M and $86M a year in mining royalties
over the past few years (ALC 2018-19 annual report). Yet, the Anindilyakwa Land Council was concerned
that the people of its 14 clans remained in poverty as passive royalty recipients. Community leaders
determined the need to plan for a future beyond mining. So, in 2012, the Land Council worked with
Gemco to prepare a strategic plan that took account of Gemco’s mine life. The 15-year plan asked
people for their vision post-mining. The vision from the plan was to:
• protect, maintain and promote Aboriginal culture
• invest in the present to build a future
• create pathways for youth to stand in both worlds.
Leaders resolved to establish a mining trust to build self-sufficiency based on a hybrid economy that
supports both essential and cultural services. The land council established a joint venture mining
company to build up the revenue of the mining trust. The island is blessed with natural assets such as
pristine lagoons, so leaders resolved to build a world-class aquaculture industry by investing $100
million in critical infrastructure to prepare for the future.
Annual reports suggest that mining royalties these days are invested in economic development
activities, community support, cultural protection, infrastructure, schools, housing and health. In 201819, of $86 million in royalties, 10% ($8 million) was paid to families. The ALC has developed a royalty
‘shoppa card’ as a way to reduce cash payments. Recipients have royalty moneys loaded onto the card
which can be used at shops across northern Australia. Money cannot be used on tobacco or cigarettes,
game consoles or games, mobile phones or phone credit, fuel cards, motorbikes, airfares from the
Groote Archipelago or cash withdrawals. (www.anindilyakwa.com.au/royalty-shoppa-card-1)
In November 2018 the ALC entered into a local decision-making agreement with the Northern Territory
Government. This agreement provides for a transition to local control over housing, economic
development, health, education, law, justice and rehabilitation, local government and a sustainable
long-term power solution. CEO Mark Hewitt comments in the ALC’s latest annual report that “this is an
enormous step for Anindilyakwa People towards self-determination and empowerment”.
In addition to mining and aquaculture, the ALC is planning an independent residential school, has built
several culture centres and is working on a “Future Groote Strategy” to plan for a post-mining economy
across the Groote Archipelago.
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(Source: author’s notes of presentation by Chairman Tony Wurramarrba AO and CEO Mark Hewitt at
2018 OECD conference; ALC website; 2017-18 and 2018-19 annual reports)

Investments by Aboriginal corporations
The following table provides examples of how Aboriginal corporations have applied resource royalties to
economic development (based on public reports and websites). Most of these corporations were set up
by land councils to receive and manage royalty monies:

Chapter 3: Maximising the benefits of agreement-making, Jane Munday, Michaela Spencer, Kirsty Howey 2020

177

Table 2-3: Examples of investments by Aboriginal corporations

Corporation
Gumatj Corporation

Location
Gove Peninsula

Funds
In 1968, the Australian Government authorised Swiss
mining company Nabalco to build and operate a bauxite
mine on the Gove Peninsula. Over the next few years, a
mine, alumina refinery (recently shut) and port were built
on the Gove Peninsula. As outlined above, the agreement
preceded ALRA and ignored the objections of traditional
owners.
The Gumatj have received royalties from the mine since
1978. Gumatj first incorporated in 1979 (under the NT
Associations Act), to advance the interests of and
generate employment for the Gumatj people. In 2008,
Gumatj incorporated as Gumatj Corporation Ltd.
In 2011, the Yolŋu people struck a new, more lucrative,
agreement with Rio Tinto, known as the Gove
Agreement. The agreement with Yolŋu traditional
owners of north-east Arnhem Land, the NLC and
Australian Government under ALRA, includes a 42-year
lease of the bauxite mine, alumina refinery (since closed)
and Nhulunbuy township. It provides for financial and
environmental management, cultural awareness,
business development, jobs and training. Traditional
owners were to receive between $15 and $18 million a
year, depending on the price of bauxite. This will be paid
primarily to the Gumatj Future Fund and Rirratjingu
Aboriginal Corporation for use on projects that provide
jobs, opportunities for Indigenous-owned businesses as
contractors, construction projects and retail and
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Investments
The Gumatj Aboriginal Corporation has about 20
businesses and 6 social benefit groups that
employ up to 80 people, mostly Indigenous.
Businesses
run
by
Gumatj
include:
a) food production: a pastoral property, abattoir,
fishing operations (a joint venture with the
Northern
Territory
Government)
b) manufacturing: jobs and training in forestry,
timber harvesting, a timber and sawmill,
woodwork, metal work, cement works and blockmaking factories. These enterprises manufacture
building materials such as roof trusses, cement,
bricks
and
furniture.
c) retail: including a butcher in Nhulunbuy and
community shop, café and nursery in Gunyangara
d) a joint venture with Delta for construction
(which has built houses at Gunyangara)
e) a mobile fabrication and repair team, a
mechanical workshop, waste management and
ground
maintenance
f) the highly successful annual Garma Festival by
the
Yothu
Yindi
Foundation
g) a small Gulkula bauxite mine and training centre
(see
4.1.7).
Gumatj Corporation recently subleased a 60hectare parcel of land to Equatorial Launch

Corporation

Rirratjingu
Corporation

Location

Aboriginal Gove Peninsula

Gunjeihmi Corporation

Alligator
Rivers/Kakadu

Funds
residential development (Agreements, Treaties and
Negotiated Settlements (ATNS) website, sighted May
2020).
Rirratjingu Aboriginal Corporation was established in
1984 by land rights campaigner Roy Marika to manage
royalties paid to Rirratjingu traditional owners. Based in
Yirrkala, the corporation’s aim is to use mining royalties
to build sustainable business and economic
independence, as well as social and cultural programs.
The Corporation has a Board of 10 Directors, of whom
nine are traditional owners.

An agreement under the ALRA was negotiated with
Ranger Uranium Mine by the Northern Land Council. The
mine opened in 1978. The initial royalty receiving
association for the Ranger Mine was the Gagudju
Association. Over 15 years, the Association used royalties
to develop successful tourism ventures, build trust funds
for children, help its members live on country and
supplement personal incomes and health and education
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Investments
Australia (ELA) for a base to launch rockets into
space.
Rirratjingu has established several business
entities,
including:
a) Rirratjingu Mining runs the Gove Blue Metal
Quarry, which supplies Rio’s rehabilitation
projects
b) Rirratjingu Mining Indigenous Works crew
provides garden and maintenance services for
commercial and residential properties in Yirrkala
and
Nhulunbuy
c) Bunuwul Investments include the Malpi Village
to provide 26 homes in Nhulunbuy
d) Bunuwul Fuel supplies more than 50 million
litres of fuel to Rio Tinto’s operations each year in
partnership with Cambridge Gulf Limited in WA.
The corporation has established a future fund to
support the longer term wellbeing of the
Rirratjingu people beyond closure of current
mining activities and royalty payments.
Gundjeihmi Aboriginal Corporation runs:
a) properties and tourism ventures in and around
Jabiru
b) the Djurrubu Rangers: a group of young people
providing professional land management services
across the Kakadu region. The group is a social
enterprise established by Gundjeihmi engaging
local culture, identity and practice to

Corporation

Location

Ngurratjuta/Pmara Ntjarra Alice
Aboriginal Corporation.
Springs/Central
Member communities are Australia
Areyonga, Hermannsburg, Mt
Liebig, Haasts Bluff, Jay Creek,
Wallace
Rockhold
and
Papunya.

Funds
to outstations. Traditional owners built up a long-term
capital fund of about $50 million to generate an income
after mining ceases (O’Faircheallaigh, 2017b).
The Mirarr established Gundjeihmi Aboriginal
Corporation (GAC). The corporation represents the rights
and interests of the Mirarr a smaller group of traditional
owners than the Gagudju Association, as well as
receiving, distributing and investing royalties from
the Ranger uranium mine. The Corporation is run by a
Mirarr board. It provides services and support for Mirarr
members and other Bininj (Aboriginal people) affected by
the Ranger Mine in line with cultural obligations. As well
as protecting country and the health and wellbeing of
Mirarr people, the Corporation’s purpose is to develop
sustainable incomes and businesses for future
generations.
Ngurratjuta/Pmara Ntjarra Aboriginal Corporation was
incorporated in August 1985. It is a royalty association for
all communities affected by oil and gas operations at
Mereenie and Palm Valley, near Hermannsburg.
The Mereenie agreement was one of the first negotiated
by the Central Land Council with then operator Magellan.
The current operator is Central Petroleum, which claims
28%
Indigenous
employment.
The corporation receives and distributes the statutory
royalties payable to affected communities and groups
under the Northern Territory Land Right Act.
Ngurratjuta has built an investment base to protect
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Investments
provide employment and training for local youth.
c) the Djidbidjidbi College (designed to increase
school attendance and educational outcomes)
d) a Community Centre, Marrawuddi Gallery and
Bowali
Café
e) Jabiru’s post office and newsagency.
Kakadu West Arnhem Social Trust (KWAST)
promotes economic and social opportunities for
Aboriginal people in Kakadu’s wider West Arnhem
region. To date, more than $10 million has been
distributed to organisations across the Kakadu
and West Arnhem regions. www.mirarr.net/

The Corporation offers services such as
accounting, HR and labour hire, business
management and advice and delivers the
Australian
Government’s
Community
Development Programme).
Ngurratjuta has invested in enterprises such as the
Glen Helen Lodge, Parakeelya – The Outcrop
Gallery (Ngurratjuta’s retail enterprise in the Todd
Mall, Alice Springs), and Tilmouth Well Roadhouse
and owns several properties in Alice Springs.

Corporation

Location

Funds
Investments
accumulated royalty funds, provide income for member
communities, stimulate job opportunities and support
community development activities and infrastructure
improvements. The corporation has an 11-member
representative board.
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Steppingstone or a curse: literature review
Securing rights over their customary homelands has long been recognised as a critical means for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians to reclaim and rebuild cultural and economic wealth
and wellbeing. This stems not only from the cultural and spiritual significance of those lands, but also
from the practical necessities of securing a resource-base for economic prosperity. (Prout-Quicke et
al., 2017, p. 12)

Introduction
The advantage of agreement-making is that it provides a means of formally recognising local and regional
groups and their rights and interests over Aboriginal lands. The process gives Aboriginal people a genuine
planning and decision-making role and governance duties. Good process may build durable relationships
between landowners and companies working on their land. Moreover, agreement-making provides a
formal process of identifying aspirations. These aspirations may include specific goals such as: ways of
dealing with customary relations, using financial contributions to strengthen the social and economic
fabric of Indigenous communities and sharing wealth generated from land and seas to which they main
strong connections, (Prout-Quicke et al., 2017; Barnes, 2013; Department of Industry, 2016; Tehan et al.,
2006; Langton, 2015).
From resource companies’ perspectives, agreements provide secure tenure – vital to the investment of
large sums in high-risk, long-term resource ventures – and allow projects to proceed without disputation
or objection (Department of Industry, 2016; Barnes, 2013).
Leveraging benefits from these agreements is not always straightforward, of course. The resource
industry – primarily mining, but also oil and gas companies – features prominently in agreement-making
because its operations increasingly take place on Indigenous lands and in remote areas where
opportunities for generating income and employment are otherwise limited (Prout-Quicke et al., 2017;
O’Faircheallaigh, 2010; Langton & Longbottom, 2012). Reflecting Auty’s concept of a resource ‘curse’,
global evidence suggests many cases where resource wealth has led to diminished socio-economic and
cultural outcomes for many of those affected (Prout-Quicke et al., 2017). Success may depend on factors
such people’s perceptions of whether:
•
•
•

they have been treated fairly (Palmer & Tehan, 2006)
development is compatible with traditional owners’ values and aspirations
agreements resulting from the exercise of native title rights generate positive effects on the
material, cultural, social and political conditions of Indigenous peoples (O’Faircheallaigh 2004b).

The Department of Industry (2016) suggests agreements are the outcomes of good communication,
development of trust, mutual cooperation and the common desire for a “beneficial present and
sustainable future”.
There have been few evaluations of the outcomes of negotiated agreements. One that offers insights
applicable to a Northern Territory context, by the University of Western Australia and Curtin University
(Prout-Quicke et al., 2017), evaluated the outcomes of three native title indigenous land use agreements
(ILUAs) in Western Australia. The aim of the study was to determine the effectiveness of agreements
arising from native title determinations in meeting the needs and aspirations of Aboriginal peoples. The
five central challenges identified in this project were (p.78):
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•
•

•

•

•

tension between balancing investment in pressing immediate needs (consumption) and investing
in future wealth creation to replace agreement revenues once they cease
difficult judgments that need to be made regarding whether all beneficiaries are entitled to the
same levels of support and resources, or whether income thresholds and other considerations
are applied when distributing benefits
tensions between cultural and legal requirements in terms of managing financial assets –
Aboriginal board members of trustee companies and trust advisory councils can be placed under
considerable pressure to steward resources in particular ways that run contrary to the legal
requirements of the trust architecture. Questions of the scale of representation can be a
challenge for Aboriginal board members. Whilst culturally, their first obligation might be to their
immediate clan and kin, legally, they are obligated as board members to serve the entire
community equally. This tension can be extremely difficult to navigate.
concerns relating to corruption and self-interest, amongst Aboriginal representatives and
directors associated with trusts, but also amongst non-Aboriginal consultants who are engaged
for particular strategic exercises, but can charge exorbitant prices and deliver very little
the perception that Aboriginal people continue to lack the administrative freedom to be truly
self-determining in how they manage assets associated with major agreements. Sometimes,
institutional structures (such as professional trusteeships) can appear to restrict the rights of
native title holders to govern the resources that are lawfully theirs.

Significant barriers in leveraging positive outcomes through the agreement-making process include (p.2):
•
•
•

the weak bargaining position of native title groups inherent in the legislative framework
the limited capacity of many prescribed bodies corporate (PBCs) and registered claimant groups
to bargain and manage their native title interests effectively
the bargaining power of native title groups is often limited, particularly through the right to
negotiate process, because of the entrenched disadvantage such groups face in entering
negotiations and because of the procedural limitations in negotiating processes.

Picking up on some of the issues identified in the Western Australia study, this section explores the
challenges and complexities of agreement-making and decisions over the management, distribution and
investment of compensation and rental payments. We start by considering three key themes in the
literature: the desire by Aboriginal people for autonomy and control, the sustainability – or the enduring
nature – of investments and the importance of investments being compatible with the needs, aspirations
and values of particular groups.

Autonomy
“When we have power over our destiny our children will flourish” (Uluru Statement from the
Heart, 2017) 9
“Given the weight of evidence indicating that autonomy is central to any effort to improve the
social and economic conditions and life chances of Indigenous people, if the current issues facing
Indigenous Australians were a medical condition, and the responsible medical authorities refused
to make ‘autonomy’ the core of their treatment program, they could be struck off for
incompetence” (O’Faircheallaigh, 2017b, p. 11).

9

https://antar.org.au/reports/uluru-statement-heart)
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“We want to get out from underneath government and stand on our own two feet” … (but Yolŋu
people are not used to being listened to) … “There’s a balanda blanket covering us” (Christie et
al., 2015)
A common refrain in the literature is of Aboriginal people pushing for self-determination, control over
their own affairs, the ability to set the agenda for what happens on their own land and to be active drivers
of their own definition of prosperity. Externally-driven programs and governance often undermine
existing power and governance structures and erode agency and authority. This includes the ‘Develop the
North’ agenda, which has been criticised for excluding the views and perspectives of the people most
closely connected to the assets earmarked for development (Morrison, 2017; Northern and Central Land
Council’s Joint Land Council economic development strategy, 2017; Gerritsen et al., 2019).
Successful decision-making about investing benefits is more likely when Aboriginal people have control
and “develop accountability and management mechanisms that make sense in terms of their own social
and cultural values and practices” (O’Faircheallaigh, 2017b, p.,6). Perversely, O’Faircheallaigh contends,
governments in the past decade have “not only failed to embrace Indigenous autonomy but have
consistently rejected and undermined it”. He cites the destructive effect of ‘top down’ approaches such
as the 2007 Northern Territory Emergency Response (Intervention) and the Northern Territory
Government’s abolition of community government councils in 2008 to create nine ‘super shires’ that
disregarded existing leadership and governance structures. Additional factors are the complexity of
procedures that Aboriginal people are expected to address when managing their own affairs (the CATSI
Act is 603 pages long, with 700 clauses) and formal royalty management structures that “pay no heed to
the political realities of remote Australia” (p.5). O’Faircheallaigh, who has been writing about agreementmaking since the mid-1980s, cites the long-running Harvard Project on American Indian Economic
Development. The study found the critical elements in successful economic development were not the
natural resource endowment of tribal lands, education levels or access to capital. Rather, success was
most influenced by sovereignty: how Indian nations are organised, make decisions and govern
themselves. As an example of a country that fosters Indigenous autonomy in fostering economic
engagement and social wellbeing, he cites Canada, where land claim settlements involve recognition of
interests in both land, water and resources, and an Aboriginal right to self-government.
It would be stating the obvious to observe that operationalising the concept of autonomy into real policy,
polity and practice is not straightforward. Implicit in the concept of autonomy are principles such as
empowerment, self-determination and communities taking responsibility for themselves. Yet, in the real
world, autonomous decision-making has to contend with complex social and power dynamics, internal
relationships, cynicism and distrust of government and a limited sense of community beyond one’s own
kind, which can make it difficult to articulate common goals. Notions of community control can challenge
bureaucracies and other service providers operating in highly regulated frameworks (Hunt & Campbell,
2016).

Sustainability
Sustainability suggests enduring investments in a community’s social, cultural and economic wellbeing.
Agreements can be transformative if they expand the scope of possibilities and diversify economic
opportunities. Barriers to sustainability include fluctuations and unpredictability of revenue that make it
difficult to plan and invest (Prout-Quicke et al., 2017; Hunt & Campbell, 2016) and a risk that agreementmaking may entrench dependency on revenue streams or government programs which may be
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withdrawn at any time. Dependency may result from weak governing institutions (Davies et al., 2012) and
rent-seeking behaviour, defined by O’Faircheallaigh (2012, p. 45) as a “preoccupation with appropriating
existing resource revenues for immediate consumption, rather than engaging in productive activities that
can generate additional economic and social benefits”. Many mining projects in the Territory are small
and short-term, producing insufficient revenue streams to meet either current needs or future
expectations. An advantage of benefits agreements with larger gas companies may be the scale and
longevity of projects.
Sustainable benefits from agreement-making will also depend on the capacity and functionality of
Indigenous bodies (Langton, 2015), which may take time and appropriate resourcing to build. Tangible
benefits are important if agreement-making initiatives are to be valued and sustainable. Smaller, early
outcomes can maintain support for implementation and keep the parties from becoming disillusioned
(Tehan et al., 2006).

Compatibility
Compatibility of agreement-making with the needs and aspirations of affected communities may be
problematic for many reasons. Aboriginal people may be ambivalent regarding resource development
that disturbs their land (Altman & Martin, 2009). They may have to weigh up competing aspirations for
jobs, economic development and expenditure on social programs. The priority for Aboriginal people may
be access to country and cultural continuity, through investments in cultural and social programs,
whereas governments generally promote investment in economic development, enterprises and jobs
(Hunt & Campbell, 2016; Prout-Quicke et al., 2017). Governments may encourage mainstream economic
activity instead of hybrid economies or sustainable livelihoods pursuits “aimed at deriving forms of value
that are not reducible to an economic analysis” (Scambary, 2013, p. 19).

Barriers
While autonomy, sustainability and compatibility may be the goal, many factors contribute to the variable
outcomes of agreement-making other than the project’s scale or the developer’s ability to pay
(O’Faircheallaigh, 2004b). These are now outlined.

Tensions over benefits payments
A key issue canvassed in the literature (and interviews for this project) is the tension between autonomy
and government and company discomfort when payments are mismanaged, benefit only a few, are
invested in failed businesses or quickly dissipated (O’Faircheallaigh, 2012). Agreements can inflame intergroup tensions between families and communities bound by kinship systems, compound regional
disparities in wealth and constitute deleterious cash payments spent on alcohol or quickly-used consumer
goods (Stewart, 1991: Kesteven, 1984; Langton, 2015; Northern Land Council, 2017). Agreements can
provoke tensions between meeting pent up demand for basic necessities and investment in the future
(O’Faircheallaigh, 2012). Equally, they may create rifts between those who provide the consent for a
resource activity and a wider group that benefits or experiences disturbance from a project. If benefits
are spread too thinly, there is little incentive to invest (Altman, 2009).

Transparency
A frequent criticism of agreement-making is the opaqueness surrounding the process and the content of
agreements. Indigenous land use agreements (ILUAs) are confidential agreements between project or
development proponents, land councils and native title holders. They are registered with the Native Title
Tribunal. While proponents may be able to shape approaches to distribution, neither they, nor
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governments and the Native Title Tribunal, can dictate the outcome. While a level of confidentiality may
be needed to protect the commercial interests of companies, “obsessive secrecy” can lead to rumours
and inuendo (O’Faircheallaigh, 2004b, p. 6; 2012), while the inaccessibility of agreements can inhibit
scrutiny, including academic research and evaluation (Prout-Quicke et al., 2017). Greater transparency
may provide earlier warnings of fraud or mismanagement and contribute to improved practice by
showcasing what other groups have done. “There is an urgent need to rigorously evaluate and monitor
the implementation of agreements and to involve Indigenous communities in these processes,” argues
Langton (2015, p. 49).

Limited research and evaluation
Partially linked to poor transparency is the limited research and evaluation of agreement-making and the
impact of benefits sharing (O’Faircheallaigh, 2004b). There has been limited research into perceptions of
success by the various parties to negotiations. Few studies have tracked agreements against key
performance indicators or levels of satisfaction with outcomes and approaches. Key exceptions to this
are various papers by O’Faircheallaigh, Scambary (2013), Prout-Quicke et al. cited above, O’Neill (2016)
and studies by Professor Marcia Langton and her colleagues.

Complexity
Agreement-making can be intensely political, involving negotiation and renegotiation of relationships and
political processes influenced by multi-dimensional land interests and varying organisational capacity and
experience (O’Faircheallaigh, 2012; 2004a; b). The success of agreements can be difficult to measure
because of the intangibility or varied perceptions of outcomes, such as impacts on community cohesion
or cultural vitality that are difficult to document, let alone measure (O’Faircheallaigh 2004a; b). In
addition, notions of ‘development’ are culturally constructed and influenced by the discrepant values and
worldviews of governments, companies and local communities. An additional factor is the complexity of
government legal structures, institutional arrangements, policies and programs. The Northern Australia
Senior Officials Networking Group recently identified 74 separate commonwealth, state and territory
programs designed in some way to assist with Indigenous economic development in Northern Australia
(Indigenous Reference Group 2019).

Tensions between obligations
Compounding the complexity described above are tensions between legal and cultural obligations. This
can create a quandary for leaders with cultural authority trying to meet their obligations as trustees while
facing pressure to meet customary obligations and expectations from family. Strongly managed trusts
may dissipate cultural authority but can also act as a buffer against demands and allow funds to be built
up for the longer term (Prout-Quicke et al., 2017).

Mixed experience and capacity
The structure, funding and capacity of land council and native title bodies in Australia is mixed. A
submission to the Joint Standing Committee on Northern Australia Inquiry from the Indigenous Reference
Group to the Ministerial Forum on Northern Development (2019) points to the strong role of the
Territory’s four land councils in advancing land rights and negotiating on behalf of Aboriginal people and
the land councils’ growing role post-determination functions. The submission estimates that 150
prescribed bodies corporate across northern Australia hold determined native title interests and rights as
trustee or agent under the Native Title Act. However, few hold interests and rights of conventional
economic value. About 75% are classified by the Office of the Registrar of Indigenous Corporations (ORIC)
as ‘small’, meaning they have fewer than five employees and less than $100,000 a year income. Only 4%
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are classified as ‘large’ corporations. Many are under-resourced because of limited opportunities for
economic development from the land, water or seas.
The role played by land councils in protecting Aboriginal interests and supporting prescribed bodies
corporate in the discharge of their duties is highlighted by Scambary (2013) and Prout-Quicke et al. (2017).
The latter suggests these bodies should become independent and develop the capacity to manage their
own affairs. Aboriginal leaders, trusts and corporations may have little experience in bargaining for the
best options and then managing their assets, while agreements often fail to realise their potential because
of poorly resourced implementation or fragmented approaches across numerous groups with limited
assets (Altman, 2009). Governance can place heavy demands on native title bodies, with rapid change,
unpaid demands on their time, travel burdens and constraints on resources (Prout-Quicke et al., 2017;
O’Faircheallaigh, 2004a; b).

Retreat of the state
There is a risk of benefits packages producing limited net benefit if they are invested in social
infrastructure and services, leading to the State’s retreat from providing those services (Altman, 2009;
Scambary, 2013; Kakadu Region Social Impact Study 1997). Prout-Quicke et al., 2017) suggest avoidance
of cost-shifting may require a clear statement of public service obligations. Crooke et al. (2006) comment
that it is tempting for governments to offset responsibilities rather than building on the synergies of
partnership approaches to leverage enhanced regional development.

Poor process
The process of agreement-making can have a significant bearing on the outcomes and the extent to which
process contributes to self-determination and satisfaction with the outcome (Prout-Quicke et al., 2017).
Good process relies on good intent by all parties, appropriate time and resources and respect for cultural
knowledge and authority. Poor process can compound feelings of powerlessness when Aboriginal views
are not given equal weight and cause loss of face for custodians (Wellings, 2002). Prout-Quicke et al.,
2017), in their study of three native title agreements in Western Australia, found Yindijibarndi
interviewees were positive about their Indigenous land use agreement with Rio Tinto, a company that led
a change in mining agreements towards agreement-making in the mid-1990s (Franks 2016; Bice, 2016)
and which has commissioned tertiary institutions to prepare guidance documents such as Why
agreements matter (Saleem, 2016). The WA study found positive outcomes were contingent on industry
partners adopting a strong commitment to traditional custodians’ aspirations and acting in good faith.

Cursory participation
A key element of good process is proper participation. Why agreements matter (Saleem 2016 - CSRM
2016 for Rio Tinto) suggests that participation means active consideration of other perspectives, whereas
the participation of affected people and communities is often cursory (Hunt & Campbell, 2016). Even the
concept of ‘co-design’ can become imposed design if it is imposing agendas and not working outwards
from the community’s strengths. This includes community leaders being empowered to set their own
agendas, define the terms of reference, design the engagement process, take part in the research, write
up their own hopes and aspirations, own the knowledge and solutions produced, then seek government’s
enabling support to implement strategies that deliver community-defined goals. Christie et al. (2015)
outline a one-year process of working with the Yolŋu community of Gapuwiyak to write up a rule book
for a new corporation, based on Northern Institute’s ‘ground up’ approach (see Section 4.2).

Lack of relationships and trust
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The history of colonial settlement, marginalisation of Aboriginal peoples’ interests and perceptions of the
resource industry’s privileged relationship with “state allies” (O’Faircheallaigh, 2017a) have engendered
cynicism and mistrust among many Aboriginal people. Disempowerment comes from ‘top down’
approaches to service delivery, rushed consultation and the short-termism of much government policy.

Access to capital, land tenure, structural issues
A range of structural issues impede Aboriginal aspirations to invest benefits in economic development,
including access to capital, the fungibility of communally owned land (ability to be traded), land use and
administration, tenure, leasing and financial instruments and fragmented approaches by government to
economic development and business support (OECD, 2019a; Northern and Central Land Councils 2017;
Langton, 2015; Prout-Quicke et al., 2017). This will be discussed further in Section 4.

Solutions
If the lessons of the resource curse have any relevance in the circumstances of Indigenous people
living in the shadow of mining operations, then appropriate and accountable institutional
frameworks may be the key to economic and social development in their communities” (Langton
& Longbottom, 2012, p. 39).
Various studies have found extremes in the outcomes of negotiated agreements: from trusts failing as a
result of minimal controls over the management and disbursement of funds to models where the
company controlled the management and distribution of all benefits. Prout-Quicke et al. (2017) suggest
the middle ground is “greater self-determination, within stipulated structures”.

Community control and planning
Community control of both the regulatory impact assessment of projects and negotiated agreements can
build bargaining power. O’Faircheallaigh (2017a; b) refers to the Cape York Agreement in the 1990s, which
pioneered community-based assessments overseen by an Aboriginal community council or other
representative body, with specialist consultants selected by the community. The resultant studies can
inform negotiation of legally binding agreements with developers and governments regarding the terms
on which Aboriginal people will support development on their traditional lands. This may require funding
contributions from developers. The Canadian Government provides support through an Indigenous
capacity support program (www.canada.ca/en/impact-assessment-agency/news/media-room/fundingsupport-indigenous-participation-impact-assessment-system.html)

Capacity building
Overall, the capacity of Aboriginal corporations has improved in recent years as many accumulate funds
from royalty payments and gain experience in the management and investment of these benefits.
Langton (2015) highlights the importance of leadership training and skills transfer as well as the
recruitment of competent skilled staff and service providers. Prescribed bodies corporate and trustees
may need enhanced technical skills, such as governance and commercial training (OECD, 2019a; ProutQuicke et al., 2017). Capacity building extends to governments and companies who may be insensitive to
traditional ways of decision-making (Wellings, 2002) and support for smaller companies, who may lack
staff specialised in native title. Native title holders may be seeking immediate returns at a stage in the
project when smaller companies have scarce free cash (Stephens, 2010), so companies may need help
navigating negotiations with land councils.
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Frameworks
Langton (2015) suggests Australia is less advanced than Canada and New Zealand in developing formal
frameworks to guide negotiations which, in those countries, are associated with treaty rights. An
Australian framework might improve consistency in agreement-making and subsequent distribution of
benefits, with less reliance on cash distributions. A framework could include standard design criteria and
performance indicators to assess agreements.

Community planning
Community planning will build autonomy, sustainability and compatibility if done appropriately, starting
with adequately informing communities of the opportunities and their options. Community planning may
seek ways to tap into broader regional economic development strategies, such as the Yawuru Aboriginal
Corporation in Broome (www.yawuru.org.au/).

Creative financial solutions
The Northern and Central Land Councils in 2017 released an economic development strategy designed to
fit with the Northern Territory’s economic development framework and develop a “coordinated plan to
commercially develop the significant opportunities offered by the Aboriginal estate.” The strategy
outlined plans to set up an Aboriginal Land and Sea Economic Development Agency (ALSEDA which has
since become an ALEDA). It proposed an innovative funding model, developed in conjunction with a major
bank, to match grant and investment funding to stimulate infrastructure development on Aboriginal
lands. The fund would act as lender and be repaid from revenue generated by the infrastructure.

A broader range of trust structures
Prout-Quicke et al. (2017, p. 31-2) provide examples of trust structures that may be stipulated in Trust
Deeds:
•

•
•

professional trusteeships, with a trustee advisory council to provide advice to the trustee about
how the funds should be managed and dispersed – can be seen as non-Aboriginal people making
decisions about funds rightfully belonging to Aboriginal people but can also help shield trustees
from pressures
traditional owners having their own Trust company with independent directors, e.g. from a pool
of pre-approved experts
advisory trustee who works alongside the Aboriginal trustee company, doesn’t have a vote but
advice must be sought before decisions are made to ensure they comply with the conditions of
the trust deed and legal requirements.

Trust structures can include:
•

•

•

a charitable trust (not subject to tax) that has stipulations regarding how funds can be dispersed.
Charitable purposes generally cover the relief of poverty, advancement of education, cultural and
religious purposes such as to support ceremonial activities and language programs.
charitable trusts that may incorporate a future fund to provide a revenue stream beyond the life
of the project: some prescribed bodies corporate will determine the proportion allocated to this
future fund
commercial or direct benefits trust that may be used as a mechanism for distributing royalty
payments to beneficiaries or to support commercial enterprises and businesses, including joint
ventures or companies that provide services to mining companies, such as cleaning and catering.
The foci of these trusts may be capacity building, wealth generation and jobs.
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The Minerals Council of Australia has promoted the concept of an Indigenous community development
corporation model to allow funds from multiple sources and agreements to be managed for collective
benefit, overcoming legal limitations on the release of funds for commercial activities (Langton, 2015)

Role of government
Michael Porter, in his classic text on The competitive advantage of nations (1990), points to the role of
government in influencing sources of sustained prosperity. He describes government’s role as influencing,
unleashing or amplifying the forces of competitive advantage and playing a direct role only where
externalities cause firms to underinvest. He notes that government’s role is partial and will fail if it is the
only source of competitive advantage.
Table 3-1: Role of government in shaping nations’ competitive advantage based on Porter (1990)
Determinants of national
competitive advantage
Firm strategy, structure and rivalry

Demand conditions for products and
services
Factor conditions

Related and supporting industries

Government’s role
Conditions in the nation governing how companies are created,
organised and managed, capital market regulations and tax
policy.
Government plays a key role in stimulating early demand,
including the procurement of products and services.
Government plays its most important role in providing skilled
labour, specialist apprenticeship positions, education, research,
economic knowledge and infrastructure.
Investment strategies that influence the presence or absence of
supplier and related industries.

Competitive advantage accrues over a decade or more of upgrading human skills and building industry
clusters. Yet, Porter notes, a decade may be an eternity in politics. Much economic policy in nations is
preoccupied with short-term economic fluctuations, whereas the most beneficial policies within the
purview of government are slow and patient ones (Porter, 2010, p. 623). Although a different context
must be recognised, Porter’s comments on governments’ role in building the sustained prosperity of
nations could be applied to creating the sustained prosperity of Aboriginal communities. It is a supporting
and sustaining role that eases as governance structures build capacity, accumulate and reinvest assets,
mature and seek autonomy.
The role of government will remain important in guiding emerging markets, addressing market failure
and attending to broader issues such as community wellbeing and safety nets for those whose choices
are limited by bad luck, incapacity or disadvantage. The balancing act for governments in the context of
the Beetaloo Basin is that of wanting to empower communities to make their own decisions, while
advocating for high standards of governance and broad community benefit-sharing.
The Wuhan Foundation (Empowered Communities, 2015) suggests government’s role is that of enabler
and supporter, providing the tools and support services that help Aboriginal people use benefits to meet
their aspirations and sharing knowledge that expands choices. Other suggestions for improved policy and
practice are covered in Section 4 under principles.
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Options for investing benefits
Approaches
There are several ways in which Aboriginal people can reinvest benefits derived from oil and gas activity
in the Beetaloo.
Table 4-1: Overview of investment approaches and governments’ role
Approach
Government’s role
Reinvesting royalty or benefits payments
negotiated by land councils, through community
development, investment or business enterprises

Policy, frameworks, guidance, support, mentoring,
access to expert advice and perhaps enhance
awareness of options to both companies and
landowners.

Investing community benefits provided by
companies over and above statutory obligations

These could be tripartite arrangements, based on
government playing a facilitative role in community
planning.

Aboriginal organisations reinvesting profits from
their own commercial enterprises and Aboriginal
Benefits Account funding

Government could play a supportive or enabling role,
providing specialist support for business planning,
governance training or helping to broker joint ventures
and solutions.

Supplementary special purpose grants or business
activity that supplements funding and increases
longevity.

Provide grants as seed funding for commercial activity,
accountability frameworks and links to business
partners.

Community development approaches
In 2005, the Central Land Council (CLC) established a community development unit. The goal of the unit
is that Aboriginal people will be strong and resilient and able to live well in both the Aboriginal world and
mainstream Australian society. Since 2005, groups in the CLC region have committed about $117 million
to projects, which have attracted millions of dollars in co-contributions. In 2018-19, Aboriginal groups in
the CLC’s region committed $20.4 million to 214 new projects which created jobs for 475 local Aboriginal
people and supported 82 students through boarding school.
The objectives of the CLC’s Community Development Program are to:
•
•
•
•

maximise opportunities for Aboriginal engagement, ownership and control, particularly in
relation to the management of resources that belong to them
generate service outcomes which benefit Aboriginal people and are valued by them, including
social, cultural and economic outcomes
build an evidence base for the CLC’s community development approach and its value in
contributing to Aboriginal capabilities
share lessons learned with other government and non-government agencies.
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CASE STUDY – Community development in the Tanami
Two examples exemplify the CLC’s community development approach. These are long-standing projects
to invest payments from the Newmont Tanami gold mines. Newmont has paid mining royalties to the
Kurra Aboriginal Corporation from its gold mining operations in the Tanami since the 1980s. According
to the CLC’s Annual report 2018-19, (2019) income streams from 2015-2019 were $34,057,617 to WETT
and $40,434,960 to GMAAAC using affected area monies from The Granites to support nine
communities in the southern Tanami. Payments are split in three ways: individual land rights holders
(40%), investment (40%), WETT (20%):
•
The Granites Mine Affected Area Aboriginal Corporation Project (GMAAAC) was
established in 1991 to receive statutory affected areas royalty payments from the Aboriginal
Benefits Account, with half the income to be invested and the other half to be distributed as
community funds. The purpose of the project is to provide community benefits and
development across Warlpiri communities by helping with health, education, employment
and essential services, sports clubs, supporting cultural activities such as funeral, sorry
business and country visits, and promoting Aboriginal self-management. Project decisions
are made by elected community GMAAAC committees. This process includes consulting with
the community on appropriate eligible community organisations who then develop plans and
budgets for prioritised projects. In 2016, GMAAAC allocated $7.17 million to community
projects (Australian Government, 2017).
•

The Warlpiri Education and Training Trust Project (WETT) was set up in 2004 to use 20% of
mining lease payments from Newmont Asia Pacific’s mining operations in the Tanami region.
The fund resulted from a commitment by Newmont to increase royalty payments, as long as
they were directed to WETT. By 2017, WETT had dedicated more than $22 million in royalties
to employment and training initiatives in the Tanami region (Australian Government, 2017).
The Trustee for WETT is the Kurra Aboriginal Corporation. The fund is administered by the
CLC, which consults Warlpiri to identify their education and training priorities and then
facilitate the development of projects. A WETT Advisory Committee includes eight
representatives from the Warlpiri-patu-kurlangu Jaru Association (the peak Warlpiri
education body), one representative each from the CLC and Newmont, and three
independent members with education expertise. Kurra makes the funding decision.

•

The WETT project has expanded to include:
o

the early childhood programs, youth and media projects and learning centres in
Warlpiri communities

o

the WETT Youth and Media program, managed by the Warlpiri Youth Development
Aboriginal Corporation, which provides diversionary and training activities to young
people in the Tanami region
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o

the Warlpiri Learning Centre program which provides a range of formal and
informal learning opportunities for community members, as well as Internet access
and a safe, communal meeting place

o

the Secondary School Support program which supports Warlpiri secondary students
studying in their communities and at boarding and other schools in the Northern
Territory and interstate. Warlpiri schools organise interstate excursions. Interviews
with students and teachers after the excursions indicate more confident use of
English, an understanding of the link between school attendance and rewarding
activities, and an enthusiasm to encourage other children to attend school.

An advisory committee comprises 16 Yapa educators and a representative each from the CLC and
Newmont. In November 2018, the WETT advisory committee won the Indigenous Governance Award
from among 30 finalists from across Australia in the category of non-incorporated groups.
In 2017, Newmont, the Central Land Council and Yapa (Warlpiri people) finalised a Granites-Kurra Ten
Year Plan. Objectives of the plan are: to support Yapa governance, leadership capacity and succession
planning; to increase employment outcomes at the mine and in the Tanami region; to support the
development of sustainable Yapa businesses and social enterprises; to strengthen education and work
experience opportunities; to support the engagement of children and youth in education activities that
respect and celebrate culture (www.clc.org.au/publications/content/kurra-newmont-yapa-10-yearplan).
As well as the two Tanami projects described above, community development projects established with
mining and parks royalty moneys include the Tanami Dialysis Project, Uluru-Kata Tjuta Rent Money
Community Development Project, Northern Territory Parks Rent Money Project (NT Parks), several mining
projects and the Surprise Well Affected Areas (the first production licence offered in onshore Northern
Territory after the Native Title Act was enacted in 1993).
The Northern Land Council established a community planning and development program in 2016. The
NLC’s Annual report 2017-18 (2018) (the latest available online) outlines $5 million of current and future
income allocated across nine community development projects in the NLC’s region over the first two
years. Projects included culture camps, a school oval, training, homeland upgrades, and employment
opportunities for young people. Gapuwiyak traditional owners were setting up community businesses
with help from the Arnhem Land Progress Association, while the focus in Galiwin’ku included youth
diversion and recreation activities.

Discussion of community development approaches
The ingredients for successful community development programs have been described by Hunt &
Campbell (2016) as:
1. Aboriginal leadership of the program, both by the Central Land Council itself as an
Aboriginal governed organisation and by Aboriginal constituents, willing to drive change
2. development and refinement of locally appropriate governance structures that are
culturally legitimate, effective in contemporary circumstances and incorporate regional
and local decision-making
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3.
4.

5.

appropriate planning processes that are a good fit and can be adapted and extended
over time
effective facilitation of governance groups by capable outsiders who can act as change
agents to facilitate informed and inclusive planning and decision-making, focused on
sustainable development
an overarching commitment to action, reflection and adaptation, based on negotiation
between the Aboriginal participants and community development staff facilitating the
approach.

From 2009, the CLC community development program has been externally evaluated to provide advice
on program improvements. A 2013 evaluation found a growing commitment by Aboriginal people to
spend their money collectively. The evaluation found that the project had produced outcomes valued by
Aboriginal people such as jobs, enhanced training and education outcomes, skills development, improved
childcare, youth engagement, better health outcomes and a strengthening of culture. Community
development programs had brought longer-term collective benefits, including for people who might have
missed the benefits of individual payments. The programs had delivered pride in Aboriginal people using
their own money, to meet their priority needs, in a way that maximises their own control:
“These CLC programs are providing multiple forums and processes through which a critical
mass of Aboriginal people across central Australia are able to analyse, identify and address
their self-determined needs and priorities. These programs occur in a context where a range
of other forums serving similar purposes have been disbanded over the last decade.” (Roche
& Ensor, 2014, p. iii)
The above discussion is based on Barnes (2013); the CLC Community Development website at
www.clc.org.au/articles/info/community-development; Hunt & Campbell (2016); Roche & Ensor (2014);
Central Land Council Annual report 2018-19 (2019); the NLC Planning and Community Development
(www.nlc.org.au/our-land-sea/planning-and-community-development) and NLC Annual report 2017-18
(2018).

Community benefits trust
Community benefits trusts may be established by Aboriginal corporations as a way of distributing funds
across a community by investing in projects and programs as opposed to distribution of cash. The
advantage of these trusts is their charitable status, which means they don’t pay tax. They can be used for
commercial activities as long as all profits are redirected back to the community.
A key example is the McArthur River Mine (MRM) Community Benefits Trust established in 2007 under
an agreement between McArthur River Mining and the Northern Territory Government to support the
social and economic development of the Gulf of Carpentaria region around Borroloola. The charitable
trust manages benefits from the McArthur River lead-zinc mine paid in place of royalty monies. The trust
has an independent Chair (currently former Minister Mike Reed AM) and nine directors. Four Directors
come from each of the four language groups (Kurdanji, Marra, Yanyuwa and Garrawa) and are nominated
at the Annual General Meeting of the Mawurli and Wirriwangkuma Aboriginal Corporation (MAWA) as
well as MRM, government and community representatives.

The objectives of the trust are to:
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•
•
•
•

facilitate sustainable development of the community and region, including community capacity
building and local business enterprise development
build infrastructure to facilitate local jobs, new enterprises, social activity and improved health
outcomes
enhance the positive social and economic impact of MRM’s mining operations on the community
and region
create jobs and training opportunities.

The trust funds programs in the following categories:
•
•
•
•
•
•

enterprise and job creation
education
social and community development
the environment
health
culture and art.

In the past 12 years, the MRM Community Benefits Trust has committed $15.9 million to 97 projects and,
as of 2019, had a cash and bank balance of more than $8.3 million. In 2019, the trust supported:
•
•
•

a breakfast program at Borroloola School ($81,818)
an Indigenous hip hop program ($22,434)
John Moriarty Foundation Scholarships ($142,500).

Until recently, most grants were for culture and arts programs, however, there has been a growing focus
on economic development and investment in a legacy fund to sustain a revenue stream beyond the life
of the mine. Two years ago, $1M was invested in this legacy fund, with $250,000 to be invested each
subsequent year. The largest allocation in recent years was $1.4 million in 2019 for the Rocky Creek Bridge
(co-funded with the Roper Gulf Council and NT Government to improve access to Borroloola during
flooding) and $1.5 million in 2017 to upgrade the Borroloola Sports Court (in conjunction with Roper Gulf
Council). Other recent investments included $110,000 to Mabunji Aboriginal Corporation for a fauna
survey.
Project officers for the trust come from Brisbane-based company Plan C, who consult extensively with the
community to identify projects which are then considered by the trust board in developing an annual
plan. The trust explicitly excludes spending on funerals or ex gratia payments to individuals. The Trust
publishes minutes of its meetings and annual reviews (the source of the above data) - see
www.mrmcommunitytrust.com/

Discussion of community benefits trust approaches
The Northern Territory and Australian Governments have advocated for a community benefits fund
model that could be negotiated in preference to ex gratia cash payments to Aboriginal landowners. This
is driven by concerns that individual cash payments are often spent on consumer goods - such as vehicles
- and don’t deliver intergenerational regional and community development. It is important, therefore, to
understand how the fund came about before discussing the positive and negative aspects of community
benefits trust model.
McArthur River Mine’s approval in 1992 by the Australian and Northern Territory Governments was
contentious. The Northern Land Council (NLC) had mounted Australia’s first land claim under the
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Aboriginal Land Rights Act 1976 over the Borroloola region (including 1500 square kilometres of
Borroloola, Sir Edward Pellew Islands, the McArthur River Delta and Bing Bong pastoral lease), which was
only partially successful, due to opposition from the NT Government of the day. Discussions between the
NLC and Aboriginal Land Fund Commission to purchase the pastoral lease on which the mine was to be
located were thwarted in 1978 when Mt Isa Mines (MIM) purchased McArthur River, Bing Bong and
Trawalla pastoral leases. A threatened native title claim in 1993 was stymied by the Northern Territory’s
McArthur River Project Agreement Ratification Act 1992 (passed in May 1993) which, among things,
provided operator MIM with security of title. This meant traditional owners had no right to negotiate for
compensation and the Northern Land Council had no statutory role in representing their native title
interests.
Compensation for the loss of native title was paid, not by the mine, but by the Australian Government.
Prime Minister Paul Keating was anxious to see McArthur River Mine proceed at a time of recession and
to remove perceptions of sovereign risk. This was a year after the refusal of the Coronation Hill Mine on
cultural grounds by Keating’s predecessor Bob Hawke and came 14 years after the Territory’s SelfGovernment. Mining was seen as the key source of population and revenue growth for the Northern
Territory. The Government spent $1.7 million to purchase Bauhinia Station for Kurdanji traditional owners
and contributed $.5 million to a Borroloola employment and enterprise development plan. This was in
return for Aboriginal groups agreeing to forgo any claims to compensation against the Commonwealth
for native title interests they may have been entitled to. MIM awarded a contract to barge ore to a joint
venture of the Australian Government-funded Torres Strait Islander Commercial Development
Corporation (now held by Indigenous Business Australia) and Burns Philp (Young, 2010).
In 2006, amid controversy over the mine’s expansion and diversion of the McArthur River, it was revealed
that the mine had never made a profit or paid a royalty to the Northern Territory Government (Young,
2010). MIM (now known as McArthur River Mining - a subsidiary of Xstrata, later Glencore) was also
criticised for the lack of inclusiveness of its company-controlled community reference group (NT EPA
assessment reports 2006a; b). It was at the NT Government’s insistence that the Community Benefits
Trust was established to direct benefits to the Borroloola community.
In a media release issued by McArthur River Mining (MRM) in response to NLC criticisms in January 2007,
the company outlined that since 1992 it had assisted the regional community by employing more than
200 local people in traineeship positions, contracting local businesses to supply the mine (valued at $6M+
in 2005) and “numerous sponsorships with a total value of more than $500,000” (MRM media release, 11
January 2007).
In October 2017, the Northern Territory Government agreed to engage in discussions with the Northern
Land Council about compensation to native title holders for the effect on their native title rights and
interests by the granting of the mineral lease in 1992 to McArthur River Mine. The Kurdanji and Yanyuwa
native title holders had asked the NLC to negotiate compensation “to right the historic wrong by which
the mine was established on their country without compensation” (NLC media release, 31 October 2017).
Interviewees for this project commented that the trust is now well-run, inclusive and increasingly
focussed on sustainable economic outcomes. However, it is a unique model because of the history
outlined above. In order to consider the transferability of the model, we provide the following analysis:
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Table 4-2: Analysis of the McArthur River Mine Community Benefits Trust
Characteristics and benefits of MRM
Disadvantages or criticisms of the MRM community benefits
community benefits trust model
trust model
Strong and transparent governance, whereas the
content of negotiated agreements is confidential.
Governments – unless they are a party to
agreements - and the Native Title Tribunal have no
ability to influence how funds are distributed.

No individual cash payments, invests in projects of
benefit to the whole community similar to a
community investment approach.
A regional focus which allows for consolidation of
investments.
Negotiated between the NT Government and
MRM.
A commitment to spend $32M over 25 years.
Interviewees noted that in addition to this
commitment, MRM has a strong Indigenous
employment program (which used to be
incorporated in the trust) and separately funds the
trust’s secretariat and project support.

Involves broad interests, including Government,
MRM, Borroloola community groups and the four
traditional owner groups. MAWA nominates
members from the four language groups at its
AGM. Interviewees suggest that MRM has become
more inclusive and transparent since the days
when it was criticised for its tight control of the
former Community Reference Group.

Benefits for the broad community, rather than just
those whose land or native title rights have been
affected.
Observes the principle of subsidiarity – decisions
being made close to the area affected.
Objectives in the distribution of funds broadly
similar to those outlined by the CLC in its
community development program and based on
community planning but excludes ex gratia
payments to individuals.

Traditional owners are only four members of a 9-member Board.
This undermines statutory role of the Northern Land Council, which is
excluded.
The Constitution contains their right to veto decisions, which one
interviewee said does not reflect contemporary government thinking
and would not be exercised in practice. While the NT Government
and MRM in some respects control the trust, the Chair has always
been independent and an interviewee commented that government
and MRM are increasingly playing a support role that respects
cultural governance structures.
Payments are not compensation for native title rights, which were
lost, or rent for access to traditional lands.
Not negotiated with affected native title holders or NLC.
This model could not be transferred to projects covered by ALRA or
native title without the agreement of those entitled to compensation,
a matter that remains a statutory responsibility of the land councils.
Doesn’t include retrospective payments for the period covering 1992
to 2005 and isn’t compensation.
The amount is substantial for a fund established outside a native title
agreement but less than the likely benefits traditional owners would
have received under a negotiated agreement. For example, Rio’s
Gove Agreement in 2011 renegotiated a 42-year lease on the Gove
Peninsula and payments of $15m to $18M a year, depending on the
price of bauxite.
Decisions are made by a Board, on which traditional owners are a
minority, however an interviewee suggested decision-making defers
to cultural authority on cultural matters.
In contrast, the Cape York ILUA, signed in 2001, includes a charitable
trust majority controlled by TOs, with community representatives,
government, Cape York Land Council and Comalco as invitees.
The Tiwi Community Benefits Trust was established by Tiwi people to
distribute money from Tiwi Partners Inc. Its board of nine includes six
Tiwi people, three of them women, including the Chair Marion
Scrymgour (now CEO of the NLC).
Companies often have sponsorship policies that cover the
communities in which they operate, in addition to negotiated
benefits with Aboriginal landowners. Maybe an ideal trust structure
would include elements of both.
Same as with native title and ALRA decisions, although the CBT covers
a broader group of people.
Community development programs occur only with that portion of
royalty payments that communities agree to provide. The issue of a
portion of funds being paid in cash remains a vexed issue.

Traditional owners contribute to identification of
spending priorities, through project managers.
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Characteristics and benefits of MRM
community benefits trust model
Decisions are then made by a Board, with advice
from these project managers who consult with the
community.
Current project managers, Plan C, have a strong
focus on helping communities achieve their goals
and self-determination and provides advice on
social investment programs.
The model is designed to contribute to sustainable
development of the community and region,
including community capacity building, local
business enterprise development and
infrastructure. A legacy fund was established two
years ago to ensure the trust remains sustainable.
Investments being explored include social housing
which can be leased out as public housing, spaces
where local people get to set up a shop, and an
office suite for visiting service providers, that can
generate both social and economic benefits and
revenue beyond the life of the mine. The aim is to
generate both revenue and a social return from
enabling infrastructure.

To some extent, the trust was funding services for
which Government should be responsible, e.g.
health, education. However, by reflecting local
social goals it can give local people greater control
over service delivery (e.g. social housing on which
local people can work at a pace that a private
developer could not sustain).

Strong control by the company and government
(although interviewees note that the trust is now
more respectful of other governance structures).
This may have led to better outcomes from a nonAboriginal perspective as it has established a
process for equitable consideration of all
community interests and precludes ex gratia
payment of cash to individuals.

Disadvantages or criticisms of the MRM community benefits
trust model

The model has been criticised in the past for focussing on short-term
projects. However, in recent times its focus has moved to enabling
economic infrastructure which has leveraged additional funding from
Roper Gulf Regional Council and the Northern Territory Government
(e.g. Rocky Creek Bridge).

Provision of social infrastructure while government services are
withdrawn at an equivalent rate would lead to no net benefit for
Aboriginal people (Stephens, 2010). This also leaves government
open to the risk of having to pick up the tab for services to which
people have become accustomed should a mine close, as has
happened in Jabiru with the closure of ERA. However, an interviewee
suggested the Trust has begun to focus on long-term assets that they
own in order to develop longer-term revenue and in practice now
tries to exclude funding services that are a government responsibility.
Loss of negotiating power by traditional owners and native title
holders as NLC has no statutory role in protecting their rights under
UNDRIP 2007, including the right of Free, Prior and Informed Consent.
Justice Woodward in 1976 observed the lack of formal submissions to
his inquiry from Aboriginal people and saw the need for an
independent organisation to consult with and express the views of
Aboriginal people. This helps avoid people being manipulated or
coerced into agreements by more powerful interests (SHIFNT, 2018,
p. 269). The Territory’s land councils have built up considerable
expertise in representing the interests of Aboriginal people and
negotiating with mining companies and have access to expert
advisers (Stephens, 2010; Scambary, 2013).

The fund is evaluated regularly and receives
financial advice from Deloitte.

In summary, it is clear that relationships between MRM and the Borroloola community have improved
since the early days of the mine. Interviewees suggested that this has occurred in the past five or six years
under Glencore’s management and with a growing sophistication of the MRM Community Benefits Trust.
This offers useful lessons learned for agencies wanting to emulate the model.
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The MRM trust is often lauded by government for overcoming a key disadvantage of royalties: that they
are often distributed to a select few, compounding gaps and creating tensions between the ‘haves’ (those
who can establish rights to benefit from land with economic potential) and the ‘have nots’. The model
overcomes a common concern about poor outcomes from royalty distribution and creates opportunities
across the community.
A hybrid or tiered version of the MRM model, perhaps, might see a proportion of funds go to Aboriginal
rights holders and a proportion to the broader community. Under current land rights legislation, this
would be a decision for Aboriginal landowners, not the NT Government and project proponents.

INPEX and the Larrakia people of Darwin
Not all resource projects occur on land covered by the Aboriginal Land Rights Act 1976 or Native Title Act
1993. For example, INPEX’s Bladin Point LNG Plant in Darwin is on land to which native title had been
extinguished. However, in 2009, Japanese company INPEX negotiated a memorandum of understanding
with the Larrakia people, through the Larrakia Development Corporation. Finalised in 2018, the $24
million Larrakia Ichthys LNG Foundation Trust is a voluntary agreement between INPEX and the Larrakia
people. Education and aged care were to be the first targets of the Trust,
(www.inpex.com.au/sustainability/aboriginal-affairs/).
Unlike the MRM model, this was a negotiated outcome over which the Larrakia have control and
supplements the Corporation’s already extensive investments in wealth-generating commercial activities.

CASE STUDY: INPEX and the Larrakia
The US$40 billion Ichthys gas project is the biggest in Darwin’s history, one of the most complex and
expensive construction projects in the world, and one of the more rewarding for Darwin’s Larrakia
people.
The project stretches from a Browse Basin gas field off the West Australian coast via an 890 km subsea
pipeline around the top of Australia to an LNG plant at Darwin’s Bladin Point. It includes a workers’
accommodation village in Howards Springs that housed up to 3500 workers at the peak of construction.
INPEX Corporation is Japan’s largest exploration and production company, with 70 projects in more than
20 countries. It is the operator and major partner of the Ichthys LNG plant, along with partner Total and
a number of smaller Japanese companies.
The company came to Darwin in 2007, opened an office in 2009, reached a Final Investment Decision on
Ichthys LNG in 2012 and shipped out its first LNG and condensate in October 2018.
Although native title had been extinguished at Bladin Point, INPEX arrived with a mindset that good
relations were essential with Darwin’s traditional owners, the Larrakia people.
“As a company, our philosophy is to contribute to the communities in which we operate,” says Deputy
Vice President, Corporate Coordination, Bill Townsend, who has been with the project since the start.
From 2012 to 2018, the Ichthys project employed more than 1450 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island
(ATSI) people in the Northern Territory and Western Australia and contracted 62 ATSI businesses with
scopes of work worth more than $170 million.
Chapter 3: Maximising the benefits of agreement-making, Jane Munday, Michaela Spencer, Kirsty Howey 2020

199

INPEX funded more than $925,000 of programs to support Aboriginal people, including university
scholarships in Western Australia, the Larrakia Development Corporation’s school participation
program, Girls’ Academies in Palmerston and Broome and the Michael Long Learning and Leadership
Centre.
In 2016 a Larrakia reference group transitioned to the INPEX Larrakia Advisory Committee, chaired by
Larrakia Elder Bill Risk. The committee has representatives from Darwin’s nine Larrakia families, the
Larrakia Development Corporation, Larrakia Nation Aboriginal Corporation and two INPEX staff.
A key outcome of this relationship was a benefits package launched in November 2018, which saw
INPEX commit $24 million over 40 years. Launched with an initial $3 million payment, INPEX believes
the Larrakia Ichthys LNG Foundation Trust Agreement is the most significant long-term package of
benefits provided in Australia outside native title obligations.
“The Larrakia people of Darwin share deep connections with the Japanese people,” said INPEX President
Australia Mr Seiyo Ito at the launch of the Foundation in Darwin. “We are both saltwater people, we
respect our Elders and we celebrate rich cultures in our daily lives.”
The Advisory Committee will administer the trust, with an initial focus on education initiatives and
support of elderly community members.
INPEX’s commitment to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) staffing levels has continued into the
project’s operational phase, including the appointment of Larrakia leader Kelvin Costello as Human
Resources Business Partner – Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander.
In 2019, INPEX launched a ‘Solid Pathways’ employment program to give potential Aboriginal staff onthe-job support and training for between 12 and 18 months. Line Managers, INPEX’s Learning and
Development team and Aboriginal Affairs work on with participants on a pre-employment assessment
and a customised training and development plan.
Each Solid Pathways participant has access to an Aboriginal mentor to support their integration into the
INPEX workforce and to address any cultural issues they may face. On successful completion of the
program, participants get priority for permanent positions with the company. The Solid Pathways
program is part INPEX’s latest Stretch Reconciliation Action Plan, with a target of 36 Solid Pathways
participants in jobs by the end of 2021.
The program is the latest investment by INPEX in building its relationships with the Larrakia people that
began with an early memorandum of understanding, a $3 million trade training centre at East Arm,
engaging Larrakia people for cultural, heritage and environmental surveys, a funding program for school
students and an air-conditioning program for Larrakia elders and people with disabilities.
Contributions to the broader community include six scholarships, worth $90,000, announced in 2019 for
Northern Territory tertiary students studying engineering, science, accounting, business or information
technology at Charles Darwin University over the next three years. The scholarships build on a $3 million
investment by INPEX and its joint venture partners in the North Australian Centre for Oil and Gas that
opened at Charles Darwin University in 2012.
“The education of our next generation and building the capability of our future workforce locally in the
Northern Territory is very important to us – it’s one way that we can create shared value for the
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community and our industry,” said INPEX Corporation President and CEO, Mr Takayuki Ueda ahead of a
special board meeting in Darwin in July 2019.
Since 2012, INPEX has contributed $6.7 million to community programs and more than $9 million to
education and training institutions in Australia. This includes $3.4 million of sponsorships in the
Territory. In 2020, INPEX and its joint venture partners pledged to support more than 20 organisations
in Darwin, Broome and Perth.
INPEX is now looking at expanding its gas production by moving onshore. The company is pursuing an
exploration permit in the Beetaloo Basin near Daly Waters, not far from those of Origin, Santos and
Pangaea. Through the Northern Land Council, INPEX began discussions with traditional owners about
five years ago. Although progress has been delayed by the Northern Territory Government’s
moratorium on fracking, COVID-19 and the world downturn in prices, INPEX sees the Beetaloo as
offering a potential source of gas to expand its Darwin operations.
Lessons
Should the Beetaloo project go ahead, Bill Townsend says INPEX will apply lessons from working with
the Aboriginal people of the Kimberley and Darwin. The first being the importance of getting in early,
listening and building relationships.
Other factors in INPEX’s successful relationship with the Larrakia people include:
• strong company policies on Aboriginal engagement and the appointment in 2009 of Nyoongar
Elder, Irene Stainton, to lead INPEX’s Aboriginal Affairs efforts
• accountable commitments in annual reconciliation action plans to support cultural events and
programs
• although INPEX had to meet international lender requirements, its own corporate standards
and a local Industry participation plan, the company put a lot of effort into building genuine
relationships rather than paying ‘lip service’ to these requirements
• being proactive to ensure good outcomes, such as enforced commitments with contractors for
Aboriginal employment and contracting, packaging works to suit local companies, and applying
weightings for Aboriginal engagement and procurement
•

‘match making’ to help smaller Aboriginal companies win work, e.g. Larrakia Development
Corporation and the Compass Group formed ESS-Larrakia to provide facilities management at
the Maningurr-Ma Village workers’ village in Howard Springs

•

providing cultural awareness programs to staff.

Social entrepreneurship: Gumatj Corporation
Government policy and departmental initiatives that encourage Aboriginal Indigenous entrepreneurship
may fail to appreciate the enduring values underpinning the strong cultural continuities of Aboriginal
people. One framework that responds to this challenge is social entrepreneurship, defined by Pearson
and Helms (2013) as embracing both business functions and social networking, hence operating to resolve
both economic and social issues. It is a model that accommodates Altman’s (2009) concept of hybrid
economies that amalgamate both culturally-driven (such as wildlife harvesting) and market economies in
remote parts of Australia where few meaningful jobs exist.
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Pearson & Helms (2013) provide, as a case study, the Gumatj Corporation, headquartered at Gunyangara,
about 15 km from Nhulunbuy. The corporation was established in 2007 as a not-for-profit entrepreneurial
venture to pursue sustainable economic development, jobs and career paths that, ultimately, will deliver
independence from Australian government welfare and subsidies. It represents about 500 Gumatj clan
members from East Arnhem Land. Best known for the Yothu Yindi Foundation and the annual Garma
Festival, the Gumatj Corporation, has reinvested royalties from the Gove bauxite mine in a number of
social enterprises such as a timber mill and forest products venture, Garrathiya cattle station (established
in the early 1990s) and tourism facilities at Port Bradshaw. Its latest ventures are a rocket launch site and
the Gulkula bauxite mine on the Dhupuma Plateau.
Gumatj has boosted its asset base by signing a 99-year lease with the Australian Government for
Gunyangara township. It is building houses in a joint venture with Nhulunbuy construction company Delta
Housing and making use of its own forestry products. In 2019, Gumatj Corporation won funding from the
Aboriginal Benefits Account to build a jetty, including an extended rock wall, carpark, shade structure and
ablution block at Inverell Bay on the Gunyangara Township Lease. The project will use local Yolŋu
businesses, increase jobs and skills development and support tourism growth (Aboriginals Benefit
Account website, sighted May 2020).
Presenting at an OECD Mining in the Regions Forum in Darwin in 2018, General Manager of the Gumatj
Corporation, Klaus Helms, outlined how the Corporation has focussed on sustainable futures by growing
jobs and capacity across a range of businesses. At the heart of the Gumatj business model is a desire to
be independent of government and accumulate wealth-producing assets to ensure it continues to thrive
after the Gove bauxite mine closes. This has been a patient but unwavering journey for strong Yolŋu
leaders. Gulkula Mine was established “to empower Yolŋu progress towards economic independence by
becoming a leader in sustainable mining, extraction and rehabilitation”. In 2017, the mine had its minerals
lease and environmental management plans approved, signed a bauxite agreement with Rio Tinto and
began mining. In May of 2018, the first shipment of 20,000 tonnes of bauxite was sent to China. By
October 2018, Gulkula mine had moved 230,000 tonnes of bauxite and 10 of its 15 staff were Yolŋu. The
mine has a nursery to support rehabilitation activities across the region with trees that will become
another legacy economic activity. A Gulkula training centre aims to build to a workforce of 40 and
consolidate mining operations before turning to other operations. The Aboriginal-owned mine has
generated interest from other Aboriginal groups, who have come to visit.
Helms also highlighted some aspects of the Gumatj social entrepreneurship that demonstrate the limits
of devolved decision-making. This included regulatory and sacred site approvals for the Gulkula mine.
Although the project was driven by cultural authority and managed by the Gumatj Corporation, traditional
owners had to negotiate with themselves – through anthropologists engaged by the Northern Land
Council – to give free, prior and informed consent for their own development on their own land (author’s
notes of OECD meeting and site visit).

Social impact investments
Social impact investments are an increasingly common means of funding social infrastructure projects
that may bring together capital and expertise from the public, private and not-for-profit sectors to achieve
a social objective. Private investors will usually expect to see a return on their investment (see
www.osii.nsw.gov.au/what-is-social-impact-investing/)
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Principles to guide planning for benefits sharing
Table 1-1: Principles to guide planning for benefits sharing (mentioned in S1.4 above)
Principles
What this means
1. Empowerment

Affected communities in control. Aboriginal people provide the leadership and take
responsibility. Empowered approaches to the management and disbursement of
benefits are more likely to deliver self-determination and find the balance between
meeting immediate needs and investing in long-term sustainable outcomes.

2. Elder authority

Elders acknowledged as presiding governance authorities, regardless of position or
seniority within Western governance arrangements. This recognises the priority and
supports the integrity of traditional and/or local decision-making practices.

3. Capacity building

Capacity building contributes to empowerment. It adopts strengths-based approaches
and aims for an ultimate outcome of self-determination and relinquishing nonAboriginal control. This may take time and resourcing, based on realistic timelines and
expectations. It may encapsulate both increased knowledge and skills to negotiate
compensation packages in the first place then the governance and structures to
manage and disburse these benefits.

4. Place-based
approaches

Overarching policy settings, programs and guidelines may set standards and provide
guidance, but place-based approaches will enable flexible implementation of
approaches to managing, distributing and investing benefits that reflect the regional
context and the diverse needs and aspirations of the Aboriginal beneficiaries (note –
we are a little uncomfortable with the term ‘place-based’ for reasons outlined above).

5. Participative

Deeply participative approaches are fundamental to community planning and
empowered decision-making that incorporates local knowledge, perspectives and
aspirations.

6. Community-driven

In line with the NT Government local decision-making framework, community led
approaches allow people to determine their own futures, outline their own
aspirations and set the agenda for planning.

7. Inclusive

Being inclusive means reaching out and taking account of the special needs of people
who may be marginalised by remoteness, disadvantage or not speaking English as a
first language. However, inclusiveness must be with the right people.

8. Address all aspects of
wellbeing

Social, economic and cultural values are integral elements of sustainability and
inseparable elements of wellbeing.

We suggest the above principles should guide approaches to planning for benefits sharing, which are
discussed in further detail below. It is important to note the role of the land councils who have statutory
responsibilities under the Land Rights and Native Title Acts. However, the principles could be applied to
broader community planning for investment of economic development activity.

Empowerment
Empowerment means: “Indigenous people empowering ourselves by taking all appropriate and
necessary powers and responsibilities for our own lives and futures. It also means Commonwealth,
state and territory governments sharing, and in some cases relinquishing, certain powers and
responsibilities, and supporting Indigenous people with resources and capacity building”
(Empowered Communities, 2015, p. iii).
Chapter 3: Maximising the benefits of agreement-making, Jane Munday, Michaela Spencer, Kirsty Howey 2020

203

Empowerment means working through local authority arrangements to negotiate and determine desired
outcomes of benefit sharing, as well as the governance processes through which these outcomes are best
achieved. These processes are likely to embed Indigenous understandings of value and good practice but
will intersect with mainstream governance structures and broader regional economies.
The role and position of government is likely to be continually renegotiated and involve working between
formal governance practices (through legislative/statutory requirements and service delivery) as well as
local governance practices and arrangements

Elder authority
Elder authority means elders acknowledged as presiding over governance authorities, regardless of
position or seniority within Western governance arrangements. This recognises the priority and supports
the integrity of traditional and/or local decision-making practices.
Failure to recognise elder authority can have the effect of undercutting and hollowing out existing local
governance capacity. Conversely, good engagement and participation works through the authority of
elders as witnessed by younger people.
“It is only through witnessing such engagement processes that the new generation of leaders will
learn the difficult and complex processes of agreement making and conflict resolution.
Furthermore, when government representatives and other outsiders fail to engage appropriately
and respectfully with elders, this undermines the elders’ authority and their ability to govern and
‘grow up’ the young people they are responsible for.” (Spencer et.al, 2017a, p.9).

Capacity-building
Capacity-building contributes to empowerment. It adopts strengths-based approaches and aims for an
ultimate outcome of self-determination and relinquishing non-Aboriginal control. This may take time and
resourcing, based on realistic timelines and expectations. It may encapsulate both increased knowledge
and skills to negotiate compensation packages in the first place then the governance and structures to
manage and disburse these benefits. (Note the training offered by the Office of the Register of Indigenous
Corporations (ORIC) and Australian Institute of Company Directors as part of its Reconciliation Action Plan
- www.oric.gov.au/training/about-our-courses). Indigenous business hubs can provide mentoring and
back office support for clusters of small businesses, such as financial, marketing and booking services
(applied previously in the Territory’s tourism sector e.g. East Arnhem and Alice Springs).

Place-based approaches
Overarching policy settings, programs and guidelines may set standards and provide guidance, but placebased approaches will enable flexible, place-based management and disbursement of benefits. This will
reflect the regional context and the diverse needs and aspirations of the Aboriginal beneficiaries of
agreements.
Aboriginal elders see their traditional governance responsibilities to kin and land as primary. The crucial
difference between the values at work in the social capital of non-Indigenous Australians and, for
example, Yolŋu living on Yolŋu land is that non-Indigenous groups’ norms can be generalised from context
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to context. [An Indigenous] approach is characterised by specificity as it is found in place, and in people
with historical connections with place (Christie & Greatorex, 2004).
Community and clan leaders often do not have the authority to speak for the ‘community’ but do have
authority associated with particular clan and language groups, and the places to which they belong (Roy,
2015, on governance and leadership in Milingimbi; Christie, 2015, p. 26). Operating through a place-based
approach enables elders and others to speak from their own positions and places, without needing to
generalise to the level of the community, thereby overextending their authority and generating
disruptions.
Processes of community development are often associated with disentangling relations of people and
place which have been disrupted through resettlement in townships, but which remain present and
important to local governance and agreement making. The act of re-inscribing right relations of ownership
and responsibility through the doing of relations of people and place are crucial to community health and
wellbeing. They are also key to producing sustainable governance arrangements keeping people and
places strong.

Participative
Strong participative approaches are fundamental to community planning and empowered decisionmaking that incorporates local knowledge, perspectives and aspirations
Participative approaches enable local and/or traditional governance to be strengthened in the context of
benefit sharing, community development and co-design. Participation can be recognised as involving both
‘engagement’ and ‘decision-making’, with assumptions about the character of one having an impact on
the capacities of the other. Decision-making without appropriate forms of engagement is disempowering.
Engagement without decision-making is tokenistic. The relation between these elements of collaboration
helps support appropriate forms of co-design practice.
Local concepts for ways of coming together are likely to contribute to collective action and negotiation.
These concepts will allow appropriate differentiation between people, places and authorities being
brought together, rather than assuming Western categories and assumed equivalences within
participation.
•

•

Yolŋu invoke the concept of räl manamapnirr to describe ways of working together. In the context
of governance and service delivery, the introduction of the verb räl-manapanmirr implies several
things: that each involved party is different and has their own talents and potential contribution;
that successful activities need to be properly negotiated and undertaken as a group working
together; that the authority of the people who know and own the land needs to be central to the
negotiations around how to go about an activity together (Spencer et al., 2016, p. 17).
Tiwi invoke the term Ngaruwanajirri which is an old Tiwi word that refers to how the community
comes together to solve problems and implies ways of collaborating to make sure things are done
in the right order; working within the traditional networks of skin groups; and doing the right
thing at the right time (Spencer et al., 2016, p. 24).

Traditional governance practices are associated with responsibilities to kin and place, and how these may
be arranged in relation to particular presenting issues. Depending on the issue, different relevant
authorities should participate in practices of governance, design and decision making. Those who could,
and should, be involved often cannot be determined separately from consideration of the kind and order
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of decision at hand, or consideration of the places likely to be implicated or affected (Spencer et.al.,
2017a, p. 22).

Community-driven
The relative valuing of the ‘community’ as a political entity, compared with valuing of clan or land
affiliation networks as relevant in governance and leadership, is likely to differ in each place. These
different ‘imagined communities’ imply different styles of governance and leadership, and potentially
quite different structures and practices of local institutions and indigenous organisations.
Community-driven solutions will likely entail different governance arrangements and means of
connecting beyond community to broader networks of government departments and organisations.
Community-driven approaches enable a renegotiation of what problems are present within the
community and how they may be solved, separate from the problematisations of health, welfare,
education and justice that are visited upon communities through numerous policy regimes and practices.
It supports processes of empowerment where not only community aspirations are locally determined,
but also the collective processes by which these aspirations may be achieved.
There has been a significant history of successful community-driven approaches to Indigenous
development and service delivery, particularly before the introduction of regional councils (Christie &
Campbell, 2013; Spencer & Christie, 2020). Strong memories are retained within communities of the
benefits of local housing construction providing jobs and training for people within the community,
culturally appropriate workforces, circulating revenue and a sense of pride associated with these
development activities. When aspects of design and delivery arise within the community activity,
including directing what needs to be outsourced or managed externally, outcomes are likely to be more
meaningful and locally beneficial.

Inclusive
Inclusive approaches may require proactive approaches to reach out to people missed out due to
remoteness, marginalisation or who may speak English as a second language. A special effort may be
required to provide culturally appropriate materials so they can make informed choices.
Inclusiveness also means working with the right people and understanding the complex dynamics of a
community. This could include active work to ensure a range of voices are involved and, in particular, that
senior women are consulted as well as senior men. For example, the Tiwi Land Council has modified its
own best practice, emphasising that “while landowning rights are inherited from the father, the
responsibility for the care of important sites comes through the mother’s line” and moving from what
had been initially a male only board to a board with strong female representation
www.tiwilandcouncil.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=page&p=228&l=2&id=60&smid=116)

Address social, economic and cultural wellbeing
At a community level, good governance sees housing, health, community and economic development,
education, community harmony and environmental care as inseparable issues (Christie & Campbell,
2013). This implies that social, economic and cultural wellbeing are achieved through sets of practices
and relationships associated with specific initiatives on the ground. It is through these tailored in-place
development activities that infrastructure projects can affect desired shifts in other domains. It also
implies that, with regard to wellbeing, there is little meaningful distinction between what would be
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considered ‘hard’ infrastructure projects associated with construction, mining and resource
development, and ‘soft’ infrastructure associated with language, knowledge and culture practices
(Spencer, Christie & Verran, 2017b).
Attending to social, economic and cultural wellbeing together supports economic opportunity for areas
of the services economy that focus on arts, consultancy, cultural development, research, governance and
other potentially profitable local knowledge and culture services as key aspects of strong regional
economies
Within an evaluation of Indigenous programs and community development activities, it often becomes
evident that multiple outcomes are being derived from what might be assumed to be a single program of
work (Spencer & Christie, 2019). Indeed, it is the juggling of different sets of practices for knowing and
doing wellbeing, economic development and cultural practice that produces the most beneficial
outcomes.

Options for regional governance of funds
Cumulative opportunities for region-wide development for Aboriginal people based on development of
the Beetaloo region may include reinvestment of royalties, or community benefit funds, in region-wide
community development projects and social enterprises. Collaborative approaches may improve the
collective impact of investments or expand training and business opportunities across multiple projects
and sectors.
Seed funding may not necessarily come from royalties but could build on regional capacity-building that
prepares both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal enterprises to create or capture opportunities.
Options should evolve from participative, community-led planning that may share knowledge about
options and support packages. The motivation for regional approaches that transcend family and
language groups must be internally driven and based on realistic options if they are to be sustainable. It
may take time to build scale and maturity of governance structures.
Some examples:
•
•

•

Aboriginal corporations: Jawoyn Association in Katherine over the past 30 years has built up a
portfolio of commercial ventures that deliver benefits to all Jawoyn people.
Regional business collaboration: May be driven by collaboration between groups with a common
interest in economic development, as evidenced by the Barkly Deal or the Katherine-based
Territory Resource Services Association (TRSA). During construction of the Adelaide to Darwin
railway, the NT Government brokered several joint ventures between South Australian and
Northern Territory companies and encouraged Aboriginal participation (for example the
Katherine and Tennant Creek sleeper factories). A similar collaboration between Tennant Creek
and Katherine bodies would enhance their capacity to win tenders. Collaboration by smaller
Aboriginal enterprises might be guided by a business support hub to provide back office and
mentoring support services (see Chapter 2).
Royalty associations: A regional approach may be driven by one or disparate royalty associations,
as evidenced by the Yawuru Association in Broome, which developed a strategic plan that
identified linkages with the region’s broader economic development approaches. However, this
is a long-standing, well-resourced corporation. It is unlikely that any of the prescribed bodies
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corporate in the Beetaloo would have the capacity of the Territory’s larger Aboriginal
corporations, many of which were established as royalty associations by the land councils and
have grown in scale and sophistication over decades. Families may be reluctant to pool funds in
communally-governed institutions although some estate groups are exploring the idea of a new
prescribed body corporate to drive economic development (interviewee). Examples of collective
approaches to investing benefits are outlined below as potential models.
o

o

o

o

The Broome Social Investment Model devised by the Kimberley Institute, a peak advocacy
organisation for Aboriginal people, to coordinate a range of corporate and philanthropic
investments through new social investment mechanisms, including bonds, grants and
venture capital tied to strong performance targets. The collective partnership includes the
native title holders of the area, the Yawuru, through their prescribed body corporate and
their commercial entity Nyamba Buru Yawuru Limited. The model is based on a ‘grass roots
up’ or whole-of-community model. The benefits are described by the institute as allowing
for long-term strategies to address social issues rather than short-term siloed government
program funding. The social investors potentially see a financial return for their investment.
A fact sheet from the institute suggests challenges in developing the model included the
capacity of community organisations, an initial reluctance by native title holders and a lack
of interest by government and other agencies to deliver on their service obligations
(www.kimberleyinstitute.org.au).
The Hedland Collective is a group of more than 50 organisations working collectively to
strengthen employment, training and business development and coordinate social services
in Port Hedland. Instigated by BHP, the initiative includes Aboriginal organisations, local
government, non-government organisations, community services providers and resource
companies (Minerals Council of Australia, 2019);
Rio Tinto country-wide agreements: Rio Tinto’s agreement-making with traditional owner
groups in the Pilbara over the past 20 years has led to ‘country wide’ agreements and a
regional framework deed. Its purpose is to support the wellbeing of Pilbara Aboriginal
people, jobs and training, business development, cultural heritage and environmental
management, land access and cultural awareness training (Minerals Council of Australia,
2019).
The Indigenous Community Development Corporation Model developed by the Minerals
Council of Australia and Native Title Tribunal (Langton, 2015) is designed to encourage
collaborative approaches in which holders of land-related payments can co-invest with
governments and the private sector in regional development projects. The suggested
approach overcomes the limitations of the charitable status of native title corporations and
creates the potential to combine a number of smaller compensation payments into one
fund to improve impact.

Other considerations
A key consideration for regional governance of funds resulting from agreement-making is the critical role
of the land councils in negotiating these agreements and advising royalty associations and prescribed
bodies corporate on the distribution of funds. Despite some criticisms of existing legislation and land
councils’ roles, history would suggest that strong representation and negotiating experience by land
councils - or well-established Aboriginal corporations - deliver better outcomes.
A number of additional observations are relevant:
•

Land rights legislation provides statutory responsibilities for negotiating, distributing and
managing compensation.
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•
•
•

Funds belong to disparate native title holders or estate groups and will be directed primarily to
meeting the needs of these groups.
Funds from resource projects may be uncertain, fragmented and of varying scale, which makes it
difficult to plan for cumulative investment or collective benefit sharing.
Principles for investment choices should be developed by individual or collective Aboriginal
organisations to reflect potential linkages to:
o
o
o
o
o

•

•
•

broader regional economic development strategies
the opportunities available short and longer-term, including specific developments and
joint venture and partnership opportunities
investment goals
local aspirations and capacities, such as civil contracting or land management
economic sectors compatible with investment goals, such as tourism, small scale
horticulture or construction.

There is no strong pipeline of projects to provide assurance of a reliable revenue stream – or even
reliable and sustainable employment prospects. There is no existing mining or industrial activity
in the Beetaloo corridor. Most mines proposed north and south of the corridor are smaller and
most are uncertain. Mining is driven by the market (commodity prices and capacity to raise
capital). The last significant new mine to open in Central Australia was the Bootu Creek
manganese mine in 2004, which remains in operation despite being placed in care and
maintenance for 12 months in 2016 when commodity prices declined. The only other significant
mine in Central Australia is Newmont’s operations at the Granites and Dead Bullock Soak in the
Tanami. The only major oil and gas operation is Central Petroleum in the Mereenie Basin. While
Jemena dedicated substantial energy to delivering social and economic benefits during
construction of the Northern Gas Pipeline between Tennant Creek and Mount Isa, the
construction timeline of this project was short and there were difficulties transitioning workers
to projects in other regions (see Chapter 1). While there are several national and international
gas companies exploring in the Beetaloo Basin, none have a certain timeline for production. The
Northern Territory Government has stipulated that no operations can start production until the
Strategic Regional Environment and Baseline Assessment (SREBA) is completed in 2022 (a key
recommendation of the recent hydraulic fracturing inquiry).
This creates the dilemma of needing to plan now without a roadmap for the future.
Discussion of regional governance of funds paid by gas companies to native title holders in the
Beetaloo Basin may be more fruitful when, and if, projects reach the operational stage.
Interviewees suggested that various estate groups will need to see the benefits before they are
likely to agree to a collaborative approach.

It may be better to start with small steps and build business and governance experience based on microbusinesses or service delivery that remain sustainable regardless of gas payments. These can grow and
adapt if other opportunities materialise. This is the approach adopted by the Northern Territory
Government’s Local Decision Making framework.
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CASE STUDY Gurindji Aboriginal Corporation
The case study of the Gurindji Aboriginal Corporation was recommended by NT Government
interviewees as an example of what a community-owned, not-for-profit Aboriginal corporation can
achieve without access to royalty and lease monies. It was suggested that the Corporation’s success
might illustrate how smaller prescribed bodies corporate can gain governance and management
experience and capacity and build up an asset base.
The Gurindji Aboriginal Corporation was established in 2013 and became the prescribed body corporate
(PBC) for the Kalkaringi Indigenous Land Use Area after the Federal Court made a determination of
native title over the township of Kalkaringi in 2014. In the absence of royalty or lease income, the
corporation relies on a community enterprise model and fund-raising. As a native title PBC, the
corporation has a rule book and submits audited financial statements each year to the Office of the
Registrar Indigenous Corporations (ORIC). It is registered as an Australian charity and not for profit and
has a board of 10 traditional owners.
The corporation’s aim is to improve the social and economic wellbeing of the community “through
enterprise, improved housing and facilities, local employment and preserving Gurindji culture and
heritage”. This includes a focus on local jobs and training in the corporation’s community-owned
enterprises and with external contractors. Its key areas of focus are:
o community enterprise and local employment
o new and improved housing for community members
o new and improved community facilities
o preserving Gurindji culture and heritage
o supporting families, the elderly and youth.
The corporation’s activities include:
o the Kalkaringi store and caravan park
o a construction and maintenance team to do general construction works, housing
upgrades, maintenance, civil works, plant machinery hire and essential services
o preserving Gurindji culture and heritage, including Freedom Day Festivals and the
nationally heritage listed Wave Hill Walk-off Track
o construction and maintenance of community facilities and services, including the
Kalkaringi multi-purpose court (built in 2018 with funding from the Northern Territory
Government and Aboriginal Benefits Account), sports oval, youth support and
community transport.
In 2018, the corporation signed a local decision-making agreement and multi-agency partnership with
the Northern Territory and Australian Governments. Under the jobs and training section of this
agreement, the Northern Territory Department of Business, Trade and Innovation agreed to work with
the corporation to develop a workforce development plan with pathways to jobs in retail, housing and
general construction and maintenance, the caravan park and visitor accommodation, tourist, culture
and arts and minor civil and roadside maintenance. The Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet
agreed to work with the corporation to build strong linkages between the Victoria-Daly Regional
Council’s CDP program and corporation enterprises.
https://ldm.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/791326/multi-agency-partnership-implementationplan-gurindji.pdf ; https://www.gurindjicorp.com.au/
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Framework for investment opportunities, based broadly on
Closing the Gap targets
The OECD’s report (2019a) refers to the National Indigenous Australians Agency (NIAA) developing a
national framework, so we suggest this approach be adopted to allow for consistent reporting but in a
flexible and tailored way to allow for local indicators to be added. We note that the Australian
Government has restructured its Closing the Gap reporting to focus on a more strengths-based approach.
As discussed in Section 2 of this report, Aboriginal communities seek opportunities for economic
development but also stress the importance of cultural continuity and investment in cultural programs
and community wellbeing.
The literature suggests the risks of aggregated statistical data in measuring progress in disaggregated
small communities. Alternative approaches to wellbeing indicators are discussed below.

Methodologies for reviewing investment effectiveness
Measurement and indicators
The Australian Government seeks advice on how the investment of benefits can be measured against the
Closing the Gap targets. However, as outlined above, these statistically-based targets may not always be
compatible with Aboriginal needs and aspirations. Many Aboriginal people remain critical of the
disempowerment and loss of local decision-making that accompanied the Northern Territory Emergency
Response, or ‘intervention’ (Morrison, 2017; O’Faircheallaigh, 2017a). The intervention was the genesis
of the closing the gap targets. A perhaps unintended consequence was to disempower Indigenous agency,
rights and responsibility (Empowered Communities, 2015) 10. The literature suggests that setting targets,
reporting on progress and evaluation of outcomes must be place-based. Approaches must build on
community-based planning, incorporate cultural authority and be sensitive to diverse aspirations within
and between communities.
Approaches should not assume a homogeneity of intergenerational and communal values and
experiences. Individual and community aspirations are likely to range along a diverse spectrum: from
participation in Western education systems and economies (many Aboriginal people lead affluent
lifestyles and have tertiary degrees) to livelihood approaches that require a more culturally-sensitive set
of indicators. Moreover, as outlined in Section 2, Aboriginal leaders are often trying to balance meeting
the unmet needs of the present with investment in the needs of the future (Prout-Quicke et al., 2017;
Scambary, 2013; Kahn & O’Faircheallaigh, 2010). This may include economic independence after the life

Note that the Australian Government has established a more inclusive process in refreshing the Closing the Gap
Framework in 2018, which includes a new dimension of land and seas. It has established a Joint Council on Closing
the Gap that includes all Australian governments and peak Indigenous organisations (OECD, 2019). In response to
similar criticisms of the lack of consultation with Aboriginal groups for the ‘Our North Our Future: White Paper on
Developing Northern Australia’ (Australian Government, 2015b), the Australian Government established an
Indigenous Reference Group to the Ministerial Forum on Northern Development and in December 2019 released an
Indigenous Australian Development Accord to strengthen Indigenous participation in economic development
https://www.niaa.gov.au/news-centre/indigenous-affairs/unlocking-indigenous-potential-northern-australia
10
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of a resource project. Involvement in decision-making that contributes to capacity-building, selfdetermination and empowerment is grounded in strengths-based approaches (Hunt & Campbell, 2016)
rather than the deficits approach inherent in Closing the Gap targets.
Issues flowing from this include the lack of relevant baseline data against which to measure change
(Prout-Quicke et al., 2017) and the need for indicators that measure wellbeing, beyond aggregated
statistical data as captured by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. It may also require a shared capacity to
adopt more culturally appropriate approaches to establishing and measuring against indicators, such as
multiple evidence-based approaches to collaboratively mobilise Indigenous knowledges, Western
scientific knowledge and other knowledge practices. Transdisciplinary research may harness both
knowledge systems (Tengo et al., 2014; Austin et al., 2017; Heiner, 2019).
A final factor to consider is that success on the ground is likely to start with small steps. These steps will
have negligible impact on aggregated datasets but may constitute an important steppingstone to
economic independence.

Measuring social return on investment
Cost benefit analysis is often used as an economic tool to measure the costs and benefits of a project. It
is an incomplete way to measure social impacts anywhere, particularly in a Northern Territory remote
setting because it assumes that the outcomes of social investments can be monetised. Cost benefit
analysis requires proxies for benefits that are difficult to quantify and that cannot be captured in marketbased analyses. Environmental and social impacts and investments often have no market value therefore
it is difficult to find suitable proxies (Yeung et al., 2015).
Social return on investment (SROI) methodologies attempt to adapt cost-benefit analysis to quantify the
social impact of policies, programs and funded activities against performance indicators such as
appropriateness, effectiveness and efficiency. While the approach is more stakeholder driven, SROI still
requires putting a monetary value on change and comparing it with the costs of inputs required to achieve
this change (Social Ventures Australia, 2012). The SROI approach maps stakeholders affected by the
investment, explores the possible outcomes they experience, considers the values and quantities of the
impact and includes the benefits and costs usually excluded from markets and market analyses. Yeung et
al. (2015) give the example of attempting to measure the social return on investment of airport
infrastructure using proxies for monetising aviation noise pollution on affected residents, health costs
and depreciation of property values.
We would suggest that the social and cultural impacts of investments in a remote Northern Territory
context are generally qualitative, intangible, grounded in different worldviews and require discursive
evaluation – through participative approaches - rather than being reduced to economic formulas and
tools such as cost-benefit analysis, social return on investment, contingent valuation and choice modelling
(Ziller & Phibbs, 2003; Yeung et al., 2015; Infrastructure Victoria, 2016).

Wellbeing frameworks
Wellbeing frameworks are based on Sen’s philosophy that wellbeing should be considered in terms of the
capability of people to live lives they have reason to value (Sen, 1999). The OECD in 2011 developed a
“How’s life” framework, which has been adapted by New Zealand’s Living Standards Framework, as
described in the following case study. The OECD measures income and wealth, housing, work and job
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quality, health, knowledge and skills, environmental quality, subjective wellbeing, safety, work-life
balance, social connections, civic engagement, economic capital, natural capital, human capital and social
capital. It has a dashboard of more than 80 wellbeing indicators.
Adapting these wellbeing indicators to a remote Northern Territory context may require immersive
ethnographic approaches to frame, from people’s own perspectives, “how they define the good life”
(O’Faircheallaigh, 2009). For example, the Yawuru Corporation in Broome was a collaboration between
Yawuru and Australian National University and Curtin University researchers in 2013 to develop a Yawuru
wellbeing framework that can be used to guide planning and informed decision-making. The framework
was based on a community planning methodology, balancing traditional knowledge and values with nonIndigenous notions of wellbeing (Yap & Yu, 2016; OECD, 2019a). Indicators were established across the
seven dimensions of:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

family and wellbeing
community and wellbeing
strong culture; strong country
strong identity, self-determination, rights and autonomy
health and wellbeing
material wellbeing
subjective wellbeing.

CASE STUDY - New Zealand Living Standards Framework
In December 2018, New Zealand Treasury released a Living Standards Framework and dashboard to
track changes in multidimensional wellbeing outcomes. The approach is influenced the OECD’s Better
Life Index. It is designed to provide a high-level framework for intergenerational wellbeing incorporating
current wellbeing (domains, capitals, risk and resilience) and intergenerational wellbeing which relies on
sustainable growth and distribution of the five capitals (natural, human, social, financial and physical).
Indicators are based on what people value. The aim is to lift living standards, while recognising the
diversity of beliefs, assumptions, values and ideas that shape New Zealanders’ views of the world. The
framework is influenced by the evolution of thinking that suggests that continued and sustainable
economic development requires a broadened focus beyond growth in GDP and market indicators and
outcomes.
Our people (distribution of wellbeing across nine wellbeing domains for different population
groups)
• Our country (describes the wellbeing of New Zealanders at a national level, using 38 indicators to
measure the 12 wellbeing domains
• Our future: indicators for the resources that underpin the ability to sustain higher living standards in
New Zealand, now and in the future.
The 12 indicators of current wellbeing are (p.5):
1. Civic engagement and governance: People’s engagement in the governance of their country,
how ‘good’ NZ’s governance is perceived to be and the procedural fairness of our society.
2. Cultural identity: Having a strong sense of identity, belonging and ability to be oneself, and the
existence value of cultural taonga.
3. Environment: The natural and physical environment and how it impacts people today (this is
different from the natural capital stock, which is measured elsewhere).
4. Health: Our mental and physical health.
•
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5. Housing: The quality, suitability and affordability of the homes we live in.
6. Income and consumption: People’s disposable income from all sources, how much people
spend and the material possessions they have.
7. Jobs and earnings: The quality of people’s jobs (including monetary compensation) and work
environment, people’s ease and inclusiveness of finding suitable employment and their job
stability and freedom from unemployment.
8. Knowledge and skills: People’s knowledge and skills.
9. Safety: People’s safety and security (both real and perceived) and their freedom from risk of
harm, and lack of fear.
10. Social connections: Having positive social contacts and a support network
11. Subjective wellbeing time use: Overall life satisfaction and sense of meaning and self
12. Time use: The quality and quantity of people’s leisure and recreation time (that is, people’s free
time when they are not working or doing chores).
Indicators of future wellbeing are:
a. Natural capital: All aspects of the natural environment needed to support life and human
activity
b. Social capital: The country’s physical, intangible and financial assets that have a direct role in
supporting incomes and material living conditions.
c. Human capital: People’s knowledge, physical and mental health that enables them to fully
participate in work, study, recreation and society.
d. Financial and physical: The social connections, attitudes, norms and formal rules or institutions
that contribute to societal wellbeing.
https://treasury.govt.nz/publications/tp/treasury-approach-living-standards-framework

Options for leveraging other funding
There is a substantial cultural and creative economy in the Northern Territory based on land management
programs, often with caring for country, indigenous protected areas and carbon abatement programs;
sustainable livelihoods programs such as small-scale harvesting, horticulture and aquaculture projects;
art centres, music and small-scale tourism. Hundreds of Aboriginal men and women are employed across
the Territory as rangers, providing both land management services and commercial opportunities with
mining rehabilitation and biodiversity surveys. These are part-funded by government grants, commercial
returns and, increasingly, Aboriginal corporations reinvesting their own royalties and commercial
revenue.
Larger entities with good governance are more likely to be in a position to generate their own revenue,
through commercial enterprises or partnerships with other companies, for example Gumatj Corporation’s
joint venture with Delta Reef to build houses. Some have developed their own strategic or land
management plans then sought partners to share the commercial risk, such as the Tiwi Land Council with
forestry and Tiwi Partners Pty Ltd with construction company Sitzler. In other cases, companies operating
in the Northern Territory have established Aboriginal contracting companies to increase Aboriginal
employment,
such
as
McMahon
Services
and
Intract
Construction
Services
(https://www.intract.com.au/).

CASE STUDY - Tiwi Partners Pty Ltd
Tiwi elders have long had a vision of economic development from their land, establishing ventures such
as Tiwi Enterprises, Tiwi Resources and Tiwi Plantations, as well as the Tiwi College near Pickertaramoor.
In 2016, the Tiwi Islands Regional Council and Tiwi Land Council combined forces to seek job-creating
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economic development. They engaged KPMG Darwin to prepare a business plan, established Tiwi
Partners and sought expressions of interest from corporations with the capacity to undertake
infrastructure projects on the islands and beyond.
Darwin-based construction company Sitzler – which has extensive experience history of working on
housing and infrastructure projects on the Tiwi Islands – was selected as committed to a business model
that included jobs and training for Tiwi people. Over the past few years, the joint venture between
Sitzler and the Tiwi people has delivered more than 18 defence infrastructure projects. In 2020, Tiwi
Partners was awarded a $45 million contract for the Jindalee Over the Radar Phase 6 Facilities Project
near Alice Springs.
Tiwi Partners (Aust) Pty Ltd incorporated in 2019. It has a board of nine directors, six of whom are Tiwi
people. Three are Tiwi women, including independent Chair Marion Scrymgour (formerly CEO of the
Tiwi Islands Regional Council and now CEO of the Northern Land Council). The board has established a
charitable trust, Tiwi Community Benefit Fund, with an initial $1 million to be distributed to health,
community and family services on the Tiwi Islands.
Tiwi Partners is a member of Supply Nation. www.sitzler.com.au/news/tiwi-partners-incorporationsupporting-indigenous-australians-2/
Other successful companies have been set up by traditional owners to provide services to their
communities. Ingkerreke Outstation Services was established in Alice Springs in 1985. Its commercial arm,
Ingkerreke Commercial, has a strong focus on Aboriginal employment in construction, fabrication and
maintenance activities across the Territory (www.ingkerrekecommercial.com.au/). Investing in housing
and construction services matches an urgent need for better housing in remote communities with ready
and increasingly mobile workforces able to bid for government and local government housing and
construction contracts, taking advantage of procurement programs weighted towards Aboriginal
businesses. Tangentyere Constructions was set up as a social enterprise to provide high quality housing
and maintenance in Alice Springs’ town camps. Julalikari Aboriginal Corporation Construction was set up
to bid for housing and maintenance contracts under the remote Indigenous housing program. Jawoyn
Contracting was set up by the Jawoyn Association last year to provide construction, trade and civil works
across the Katherine and Arnhem regions. See: www.tangentyere.org.au/enterprises/construction/;
https://julalikari.org.au/project/construction-services/;
www.jawoyn.org.au/news/building-newopportunities).
In addition to commercial and philanthropic revenue, the following are examples of funding sources
available to boost economic development and leverage additional benefits to boost royalties and
commercial income:
•

Aboriginals Benefit Account grants: Supports one-off projects for the benefit of Aboriginal
people in the NT. It does not cover projects that should be funded by other sources of government
funding. Its preference is for delivery by NT-based Indigenous applicants. All applications are
reviewed by the ABA Advisory Committee. Grants are available in two funding rounds a year in
the following categories:
o
o
o
o

supporting enterprises
supporting community
supporting culture, language and leadership
supporting land, sea and waters management.
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Projects funded in 2019 included the Alekarenge Horticulture to trial a job services program that
will help Aboriginal people engage in commercial activities on their land. Participants will be
trained to enable ongoing participation on work experience pilot activities and employment.
Yugul Mangi Development Aboriginal Corporation in Ngukurr was awarded a grant to purchase
roadworks plant and equipment and to provide local gravel to the South East Arnhem Land region
to generate local Aboriginal employment and a steady income stream and to reduce transport
costs.
(www.niaa.gov.au/indigenous-affairs/grants-and-funding/aboriginal-benefit-account-aba-grantfunding)
•

•

•

•

Indigenous Business Australia (IBA): IBA was created 30 years ago to enhance the economic
development opportunities of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people across Australia. IBA
helps Aboriginal people purchase their own homes or start up a business. IBA’s investments
program supports the creation of sustainable ventures that give Indigenous Australians a chance
to accumulate wealth, develop their capacity to participate in Australia’s economy, create jobs,
increase training and skills development and supply goods and services. It funds the Indigenous
Economic Development Trust established in 2007 to help manage assets needed to deliver
government programs focused on remote employment, youth, health and education. Examples
of Territory Investments include Cicada Lodge at Nitmiluk Gorge near Katherine
(www.iba.gov.au).
Regional Development Australia: part of the Federal Department of Infrastructure, RDA
identifies economic development opportunities, helps local communities identify funding sources
and develops project proposals to support economic growth (www.rda.gov.au/my-rda/nt)
Northern Territory Government: stimulus packages and grant schemes, including the AttorneyGeneral’s Community Benefit Fund, which provides grants of up to $250,000 for infrastructure
upgrades by community organisations. Criteria for funding include a community development
focus, broad community reach and sustainability (https://nt.gov.au/community/communitygrants-and-volunteers/community-grants/community-benefit-fund-major-community-grants)
Indigenous Advancement Strategy (IAS): The IAS, administered by the National Indigenous
Australians Agency (NIAA) consolidates the many different Indigenous policies and programs that
were delivered by Government into five overarching programs, making it easier for organisations
delivering local services. The program streams are:
jobs, land and economy
children and schooling
safety and wellbeing
culture and capability
o remote Australia strategies.
In the 2019-20 Budget, the Australian Government allocated $5.2 billion to the IAS, over four
years to 2022-23, for grant funding processes and administered procurement activities that
address the objectives of the IAS. The IAS website has a number of resources, including guidelines
on Indigenous procurement, joint venturing
https://www.indigenous.gov.au/indigenous-advancement-strategy
o
o
o
o

•

Reconciliation Action Plans: Many companies operating in the Territory, such as GHD, INPEX and
KPMG have reconciliation action plans that include support for Aboriginal enterprises. KPMG for
example has provided pro bono business planning support on the Tiwi Islands.
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Access to capital and equity in projects
While a range of opportunities is available to Aboriginal individuals, corporations and enterprises,
stakeholder interviews raised a number of barriers to accessing capital. This includes land tenure, an issue
raised in submissions to the current Parliamentary inquiry. One interviewee suggested a fund, similar to
the North Australia Infrastructure Fund (NAIF), that could provide concessional loans against communal
title or to regional governance structures that support Aboriginal groups taking equity in projects (ahead
of negotiating Indigenous Land Use Agreements). The fund could provide equity for joint ventures or
cooperatives providing services to large regional projects (from waste management to labour hire,
environmental surveys, accommodation, transport and cultural training).
Any provision of concessional loans would need to be accompanied by appropriate governance
structures, accountability and transparency.

CASE STUDY - Westpac Remote and Indigenous Banking
Westpac’s Indigenous Banking arm was set up nine years ago and covers a range of financial services
including the acquisition of businesses, access to capital for economic development, financial education
to build up capabilities, navigating complex legislation and trust structures and governance advice to
prevent fraud and mismanagement.
National head of Indigenous Banking, Suzi Hullick, has worked in finance and banking for 22 years, the
past seven helping Indigenous businesses to access capital.
Banking and finance models have to be flexible, she suggests, to cater for both urban and regional
Indigenous people starting up a business, whether as individuals or corporations.
“I think there are lots of different elements in their thinking when they start talking about business. And
one is that sometimes it’s a dream about the future and about the growth and opportunities on their
country. And then sometimes, in more urban and regional locations, it’s more about there’s a market
demand or a requirement for a particular service that they can provide. Things like cultural awareness
training, competencies for large organisations. Then the other one, really is around large corporations…
to potentially grow economic development, for themselves, on their country, in a location where they
might serve hundreds of community members. Basically, an economic hub,” she says.
A challenge facing many new businesses is that they have no history of business knowledge being
handed down from generation to generation. For many business aspirants, it may be the first time
anyone in their family has owned a business. The boards of corporations may have no experience of
managing and investing money.
“It’s about breaking it down to an understanding they have around the cultural connectivity of the
business and then the Western way of doing business and then how do you bring the two together,”
Suzi says.
The biggest hurdle for individuals and corporations alike is generally access to capital. They may lack a
balance sheet or assets against which to leverage finance or be thwarted by land tenure and valuation
issues.
Westpac’s approach is to help businesses build up assets and capability. This journey often requires
intensive ‘wrap around’ services, from mentoring to business and investment planning to ensure
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sustainability. Sustainability means both independence from welfare and independence from repeat
grant funding, says Suzi.
Integral to this journey of self-determination are partners, such as Westpac Remote Services, a
consumer division providing access to financial services in remote postcodes across 70% of Australia and
covering 350,000 people.
Many Rivers has worked with Westpac for the past 11 years to provide micro-financing. This might be a
$5000 loan over 12 months, accompanied by pro bono legal advice.
Another partner is First Australians Capital which operates an Indigenous social enterprise hub in the
Hunter Valley. First Australians Capital provides bank loans of between $20,000 to $500,000 with
support from an organisation called Black Ops, a low-budget subscription model of support services.
The ultimate goal is for Indigenous businesses to transition to mainstream banking, says Suzi.
Other key partners include Indigenous Business Australia, which provides a range of business and
investment services, while the Office of the Registrar of Indigenous Corporations (ORIC) provides
excellent training programs and accountability frameworks.
www.westpac.com.au/about-westpac/sustainability/initiatives-for-you/indigenous-banking/
https://manyrivers.org.au/; www.firstaustralianscapital.org/; www.iba.gov.au/;
https://www.oric.gov.au/training/about-our-courses

Role of government
“So I think the role of government is to help people know. It really is about building aspirations.
And it’s not for us to say what those aspirations are. But it’s telling the stories. It’s providing the
examples. It’s giving all the case studies. And, you know, it’s just talking to people about what
other areas are doing. Or… providing our thoughts and learning into a process and then leaving
people to make their own decisions.” (Interviewee)
The recommended role of government that arises from this research is to enable and support: ensuring
the appropriate legislative and policy settings, providing the knowledge and tools to build capacity,
investing in human capital through education and research, brokering partnerships and then, perhaps,
having an ‘exit strategy’ (APONT, 2013) and knowing when to walk away. Interviewees suggested that it
was not government’s role to tell communities what to do or how to invest benefits. Nor is it
government’s role to interfere in commercial or financial matters that are often beyond the expertise of
public servants. Rather it is to provide the tools and structures to help communities realise their own
aspirations and make their own decisions, linking them to the myriad specialist advisory and financial
services that already exist, and facilitating pathways to maturity. As Hunt and Campbell observe (2016),
change has to come from within.
The Wunan Foundation, which received a Commonwealth grant in 2016 to implement its Empowered
communities: Empowered peoples - design report (2015) suggests empowerment means Indigenous
people taking responsibility for their own lives and futures and government accepting the responsibility
to equip Indigenous peoples with the rights and supports necessary for this empowerment. This support
includes good solutions for education, health, infrastructure and security. Empowerment means
governments sharing, and in some cases “relinquishing, certain powers and responsibilities, and
supporting Indigenous people with resources and capacity building” (ibid. p. iii).
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Enabling role
Enabling and empowerment suggests increasing the ability of an individual to predict, control and take
part in society (Jentoft, 2005). Government can provide moral support, create an enabling environment
for development and build human capital by facilitating and resourcing initial community planning as
opposed to dictating specific models or pre-determined models. However, as the Empowered
Communities report (2015) observes, while top-down approaches can usurp Indigenous leadership with
‘command and control’, bottom-up approaches may also fail because “Indigenous people struggling at
the ground level do not have all the answers to the complex issues they face”. This requires working from
the ‘inside-out’. Each partner must be inclusive and receptive to the ideas, knowledge and experience of
the other partners (ibid. p.42). This cautionary note is supported by the comment of an interviewee who
observed that it achieves little to go to a community and ask ‘what do you want’ as people may not know.
Government can provide useful information on likely scenarios, case studies of what other communities
have done in similar circumstances, outline the choices available and provide options to consider.

Regulatory role
Government’s regulatory role includes providing the appropriate policy instruments (Hunt & Campbell,
2016), setting standards and ensuring accountability. This is addressed in greater detail in the OECD
Report (2019a) and by the Joint Standing Committee on Northern Australia terms of reference for its
Inquiry into the opportunities and challenges of the engagement of traditional owners in the economic
development of northern Australia (2019).

Support tools
Support tools may include training, access to specialist advice, materials for community-based planning
and linkages to local government, regional economic development committees and Regional
Development Australia programs. It may include funding for land councils and communities to
commission independent research to inform agreement-making or choices about the management and
disbursement of funds or funding of small teams of on-the-ground local consultants who can broker and
do research, facilitation and consultation in place-specific and culturally appropriate ways.

Learning from other jurisdictions
Canada is a comparable jurisdiction to the Northern Territory as it has similar geographic and cultural
characteristics. Both jurisdictions have a history of Aboriginal dispossession, resource extraction in
remote regions and managing the transformative opportunities and potential disruption of gas-based
exploration, production and industrial development. However, key differences should be noted. The
Beetaloo is a site where gas activity is highly prospective but still uncertain. The Beetaloo itself has no
experience of industrial activity and less mature community governance structures.
Canada’s First Nations people have long experience of gas production and pipeline activity, starting with
the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry in 1977 that led to resolution of Treaty rights and establishment of
First Nations controlled environmental impact review boards. First Nations groups in areas such as British
Columbia, Alberta, Quebec Province and Canada’s Northwest Territories, have evolved strong leaders
who have played a key role not just in negotiating agreements but in commissioning their own studies.
Canadian legislation has a much stronger emphasis on sustainability, co-management, participant
funding, treaty rights and a ‘duty to consult’.
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Study tours of Canada are likely to be useful. The issue is timing, comparability of the scale and maturity
of activity and appropriate selection of participants. For now, interviewees suggested, it is more likely
that Territory Aboriginal groups will learn more from talking to groups who have faced similar challenges
in negotiating agreements, navigating the challenges of managing and distributing royalty payments and
planning for sustainable economic development. Overseas study tours are more likely to prove valuable
to peak Aboriginal organisations and leaders looking at structural change.

Brokering role
Government can provide links to specialist advice or potential development partners. The OECD (2019a)
cites the brokerage role of regional business advisers who can link to philanthropic sectors, government
funding, employment and training providers, loans and grants from Indigenous Business Australia,
AusIndustry, financial institutions and land councils.

Other issues
It is beyond the scope of this paper to make well-informed recommendations on a raft of issues relating
to legislation and policy, the role of land councils, and the structure of agreement-making and benefits
structures. We note that there have been many papers and inquiries on these topics. In particular, the
Joint Senate Standing Committee on Northern Australia is inquiring into the opportunities and challenges
associated with land rights, native title and other land-related agreements. This covers payments, benefits
and access arrangements. The inquiry has received 52 submissions from land councils, the Minerals
Council of Australia, the Office of the Registrar of Indigenous Corporations, Native Title Tribunal,
Indigenous Reference Group and academic institutions. It appears likely, therefore, that many of the
questions posed in the brief to Charles Darwin University will be comprehensively addressed by this
inquiry.

Conclusion
This chapter set out to examine the key literature and case studies on approaches for Aboriginal people
to invest monies derived from economic activity on their land, incorporate feedback from key informant
interviews conducted by Charles Dar
win University in May and June of 2020 and make recommendations against key questions in the
Australian Government brief.
We have based the chapter on assumptions that ultimate decision-making rests with self-determining
communities, who are likely to aspire to approaches that balance cultural continuity with economic
development.
Ultimately, we caution against rushed consultation and imposed solutions, so this chapter has tried to
provide advice on approaches to future scopes of work that will empower communities, consider placebased approaches, recognise cultural authority and deliver on self-determination.
A final factor to consider is that success on the ground is likely to start with small steps that might have
negligible impact on aggregated datasets while serving as a critical steppingstone to economic
independence.
Government’s role in this journey will depend on the context, maturity of governance structures and
motivation of communities to take responsibility for themselves. However, the concept of empowered
communities assumes government plays an enabling – not a controlling - role. It can enable by providing
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appropriate governance structures, resources, inspiration, guidance and access to expert support
services.
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Supplement 1: Additional case studies
Julakikari Aboriginal Corporation, Tennant Creek
Julalikari Council Aboriginal Corporation was established in 1974 to provide community service delivery
in Tennant Creek and across the Barkly Region. The Corporation grew out of the Warumungu Papula
organisation with the primary aim of alleviating poverty and improving the wellbeing of the Aboriginal
people of Tennant Creek and surrounding homeland communities. In the mid-1980s, as more language
groups came to live in the area, Warumungu Papula changed its name to Julalikari – a Warumungu word
meaning ‘everyone’ – in recognition of the changing demographics of the region.
The corporation is now one of the largest Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Corporations in Australia.
It is a community service body governed by a board of directors who represent the Aboriginal community
of Tennant Creek and surrounding homelands. Representing 16 language groups, the Corporation
provides a range of housing, community and social services across the Barkly. It is the largest employer in
Tennant Creek and the Barkly Region, with more than 90 permanent staff. Services include the
Community Development Program (until June 2019), community housing and construction, running the
Nyinkka Nyunyu Art and Culture Centre, a land management and nursery team, night patrol, aged and
disability services, play group and home, community care service, town camps task force and youth
accommodation centre.
Julalikari has grown by investing in businesses such as the Tennant Creek BP Service Station and local IGA
supermarket, with support from Indigenous Business Australia. In 2018, the Corporation signed a
memorandum of understanding (MOU) with Murray River North, a building company with 25 years’
experience building in the Northern Territory. The MOU will enable Julalikari to compete for tenders and
undertake a larger scope of construction work, while provide jobs to local Aboriginal people.
The corporation is rebuilding after being placed under administration in February 2017 by the Registrar
of Indigenous Corporations. It emerged from Administration with a new Board in September 2017.
Julalikari’s mission is “to promote sustainable economic and social development in Tennant Creek and
across the Barkly regional communities through individual and community achievement”. Its strategic
priorities are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

integrating cultural recognition
providing high quality, effective services to improve social, economic and cultural well-being and
create long term employment for Aboriginal people in Tennant Creek and the Barkly region
develop commercial enterprises and pursue appropriate opportunities for sustainable
investments that enhance social equity and our social justice objectives
establish and maintain high standards of governance and transparency in all Julalikari activities
and businesses
build our organisational capacity to a high standard of professionalism to deliver effective services
and financial sustainability
build Julalikari’s capacity to recruit, train, develop, support and retain a skilled and culturally
competent, effective workforce
develop and strengthen collaborative relationships and build our reputation and profile as a
leading community advocate in the region, the NT and nationally.
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Source: Julalikari website and Annual Report 2018-19: https://julalikari.org.au/2020/02/26/julalikaricouncil-annual-report-2019/
and
2018-2021
strategic
plan
https://julalikari.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/2019/02/JCAC-Strategic-Plan-2018-21-1.pdf

Jawoyn Association Aboriginal Corporation
Jawoyn country covers 55,000 square kilometres from Katherine to Pine Creek, across to Kakadu National
Park and Arnhem Land, including the traditional lands of 18 clan groups. The Jawoyn lodged their Nitmiluk
land claim in 1978 and didn’t succeed until 1989, when the land was vested in the Jawoyn Aboriginal Land
Trust, in accordance with the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (NT) 1976. The Jawoyn then agreed to lease back
Nitmiluk Gorge, 30 kms north-east of Katherine, and entered into a joint management agreement with
the Northern Territory Government for what became Nitmiluk National Park. Jawoyn people receive
benefits in the form of lease rental, a percentage of the park’s revenue and preference in employment
and business matters.
Since 1989, with the aim of achieving self-determination, the Jawoyn have achieved 100% ownership of
Nitmiluk Tours, signed the Mount Todd Mining Agreement with Zapopan, established Sunrise Health,
established dialysis services in Katherine and established Jawoyn Contracting Services.
Current activities by the Jawoyn Association include:
•

•
•
•
•

Jawoyn Contracting was launched in 2019 to boost Indigenous jobs and training on Jawoyn
country with quality construction, trade and civil works services across the Katherine and Arnhem
regions, including projects for government and Roper Gulf Regional Council and significant
upgrades of Nitmiluk National Park, including walking trails, rest stops, boat terminal and visitor
centre.
Nitmiluk Tours, which runs the visitor information centre, boat and canoe operations, the
campground and Cicada Lodge eco-resort on the Katherine River
a cultural awareness and immersion program: for government employees and contractors
working on Jawoyn country
Jawoyn Fire Project: which offers companies the chance to offset carbon credits by reducing
wildfires with strategic, controlled savanna burning
Nyirrunggulung-Rise: the Jawoyn Association and RISE Ventures delivers the Community
Development Program to boost employment and training in central Arnhem Land in communities
such as Beswick, Barunga and Manyallaluk.

In November 2018, the Jawoyn Association signed a local decision making agreement and multi-agency
partnership with the Northern Territory Government and Roper Gulf Regional Council.
Key priorities for the Jawoyn Association’s Board include preserving Jawoyn culture and heritage, business
development and contract, local jobs and training and member services (including community
development).
A key guiding principle of the agreement is: “We acknowledge and respect the cultural, spiritual, social
and economic connection to Jawoyn Country and will work side by side as partners to develop the cultural
and organisational capacities of each of our organisations to maximise the outcomes from the
partnership”.
https://ldm.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/791327/multi-agency-partnership-implementationplan-jawoyn.pdf and https://www.jawoyn.org.au/
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Supplement 2: Documents relevant to this research
1. Everyone Together: Aboriginal Affairs Strategy 2019-29
(https://dcm.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/799219/everyone-together-aastrategy.pdf)
o

to ensure Aboriginal Territorians can take a lead role in decision making about matters
that involve them, their families and their communities

o

includes three guiding principles of healing, respect and engagement

o

under ‘strengthening the way we work’ (p.7), key strategies are high-level influence,
local decision making, partnerships, building leadership and strengthening governance,
building a culturally responsive public sector and a regional approach

o

Focus areas include:


an Indigenous education strategy



under jobs and economy: to reduce economic disadvantage and increase
financial independence and literacy through the Northern Territory Economic
Development Framework; Aboriginal Contracting Framework and Aboriginal
Employment and Career Development Strategy
(https://ocpe.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/711252/AECDSRefresh_2015-2020_WEB.pdf).

2. Local Decision-making Framework
o

The framework outlines the Aboriginal Peak Organisations of the NT (APONT) principles
(see below). Priority areas for local decision-making are: children and families, housing,
health, law and justice, economic development, local government and education,
training and jobs. It reiterates a commitment to the NT Government’s Remote
engagement and coordination strategy (2015).

o

The strategy commits to two-way capacity building, regional coordination groups and
the following guiding principles:


self-determination: Aboriginal people and communities understand their own
needs and have the ability to develop their own solutions



place-based: respecting connection to country, government will develop
cultural competency in dealing with individual communities



flexible: Government will take time to get it right and ensure culturally safe
processes, coordination between agencies, responsiveness to local decisionmaking time-frames and providing the necessary resources to engage
meaningfully



co-design: commit to working alongside each other. “We will not design
something and come to the community for input. We will design together from
the very beginning. We will be open and transparent throughout the process.
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community control: “We will transfer control from government to community
throughout the process, where agreed. Wherever possible, we will be flexible
with short-term requirements, aligning them with the long-term vision. We will
respect community views and support community to reach their aspirations
throughout the process.”

3. Local and Regional Co-Design Group: The National Indigenous Australians Agency (NIAA) in
March 2020 issued terms of reference for a local and regional co-design group to improve
options for decision-making and a national voice. The work is to be guided by a senior advisory
group. An interim report on options and models is due to be released in mid-2020.
https://www.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/local-regional-group-tor.pdf
4. Aboriginal Peak Organisations of the NT (APONT)
An alliance representing the Northern and Central Land Council and Aboriginal Medical Services
Alliance of the NT (AMSANT), APONT in 2013 launched a set of partnership principles aimed at
“empowering Aboriginal organisations and communities to take control of their futures” and
drive a shift “from a narrow service delivery focus to one based on a development approach”.
The principles (agreed to by 21 non-Aboriginal NGOs) suggest non-Aboriginal organisations:
o consider their own capacity
o

recognise existing capacity and strengths of Aboriginal NGOs and identify how they
contribute to developing this capacity

o

research existing options before applying for service delivery contracts or considering
community development projects

o

seek partnerships and not directly compete with Aboriginal service providers

o

approach to partnership: based on building and strengthening rather than displacing
Aboriginal organisational capacity and control, recognise inherent power imbalances
and allow sufficient time for partnership development

o

recognise, support and promote existing development practice, which may be
embedded in a cultural framework but implicit and undocumented

o

work together with Aboriginal people to create strong and viable Aboriginal
organisations by recognising their role as lead agents in creating sustainable governance
and leadership in Aboriginal communities

o

ensure Aboriginal control, not just consultation, so Aboriginal organisations are in the
‘driver’s seat’

o

develop a clear exit strategy

o

ensure robust evaluation and accountability

o

develop cultural competency and appropriate development practice.

5. Barunga Agreement
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In 1988, Prime Minister Bob Hawke was presented with the Barunga Statement, that called on
the Australian Government to recognise the rights of Aboriginal people to, among other things:
o self-determination and self-management, including the freedom to pursue our own
economic, social, religious and cultural development
o

permanent control and enjoyment of our ancestral lands

o

compensation for the loss of use of our lands…

On the 30th anniversary of the Barunga Statement, the Northern Territory Government and four
land councils in June 2018 signed a MOU to start consultation with Territory Aboriginal people
on a Treaty. In February 2019, the Government appointed Katherine-born Yawuru man
Professor Mick Dodson as the Territory’s first Treaty Commissioner. A NT Treaty Working Group
includes representatives from NT Government and the four land councils.
6. Empowered Communities: Design Report (Wunan Foundation 2015)
The Empowered Communities reforms were funded by the Commonwealth government in 2016
– for three years, with an additional three-year grant in 2019 to continue implementation in
nine communities, including north-east Arnhem Land in the NT. The design report suggests
empowerment means Indigenous people taking responsibility for their own lives and futures
and government accepting the responsibility to equip Indigenous peoples with the rights and
supports necessary for this empowerment (good solutions for education, health, infrastructure
and security).
7. The Registrar of Indigenous Corporations is an independent statutory office holder who
administers the Corporations (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander) Act 2006. There are 3325
corporations registered with ORIC as at May 2020 (see https://www.oric.gov.au/. ORIC supports
and regulates Aboriginal corporations by:
o

advising on how to incorporate

o training directors, members and key staff in good governance
o ensuring compliance with the law.
8. Northern Australia Indigenous Development Accord: The Northern Australia Indigenous
Development Accord is an intergovernmental agreement focused on Indigenous economic
development in northern Australia. Indigenous participation is critical to increasing productivity,
encouraging investment and realising the full potential of the north. The accord lays out a
framework and implementation plan for achieving this.
/www.niaa.gov.au/resource-centre/indigenous-affairs/northern-australia-indigenousdevelopment-accord
9. Inquiry into the Opportunities and Challenges of the Engagement of Traditional Owners in the
Economic Development of Northern Australia
In September 2019 the then Minister for Resources and Northern Australia, Senator Matthew
Canavan, asked the Joint Standing Committee on Northern Australia to resume its Inquiry into
the opportunities and challenges of the engagement of traditional owners in the economic
development of northern Australia. Submissions to the inquiry closed in November 2019. On 26
March 2020, the Committee suspended inquiry related activity due to the ongoing problems
associated with COVID-19. The committee hopes to resume public hearings later in the year.
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Terms of reference outline that the committee will inquire into and report on the opportunities
and challenges associated with land rights, native title and other land-related agreements
(together with payments, benefits and access arrangements under these agreements) for the
purpose of engaging traditional owners in the economic development of northern Australia,
including, but not limited to:
1. the current engagement, structure and funding of representative bodies, including land
councils and native title bodies such as prescribed bodies corporate
2. the role, structure, performance and resourcing of Government entities (such as Supply
Nation and Indigenous Business Australia)
3. legislative, administrative and funding constraints, and capacity for improving economic
development engagement
4. strategies for the enhancement of economic development opportunities and capacity
building for traditional owners of land and sea owner entities
5. the principle of free, prior, and informed consent
6. opportunities that are being accessed and that can be derived from native title and
statutory titles such as the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976.
7. the overall impact these are having on encouraging investment and existing investment.
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Northern_Australia/Traditi
onalOwners46P
One of the 52 submissions to the inquiry came from the Indigenous Reference Group to the
Ministerial Forum on Northern Development. The Indigenous reference group comprises
Indigenous leaders from across northern Australia with broad expertise and significant
experience in Indigenous business, community and government leadership in northern
Australia. Some of the points made in a submission advocating widespread institutional and
structure reform:
• The IRG is focussed on what it describes as market failure in northern Australia, being
“inadequate activation of the northern Australian Indigenous economy” (p.1)
• Unless Indigenous interests in the northern Australian economy are optimally activated,
northern Australia will at best never reach its social and economic potential and will, at
worst, fail to develop socially and economically (p.2)
• Structural issues faced by all northern Australian businesses include small and sparse
local markets, remoteness, poor infrastructure, harsh climate and a degree of political
irrelevance derived from the electoral imbalance between northern and southern
Australia.
• Specific issues faced by Aboriginal people include intergenerational socio-economic
disadvantage manifested in limited capacity to engage in the workforce and to own,
successfully operate and grow commercial enterprise.
• The IRG has made 16 recommendations to the ministerial forum.
• Recommendations to the inquiry include the need for well-resourced business support
and financing and a proposed stand-alone Northern Australia Indigenous Economic
Development Body that can provide well-resourced, focussed support and financing to
Indigenous businesses. The recommendations suggest reforms that give meaningful
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effect to the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People (UN, 2007)
principle of free, prior and informed consent as it pertains to rights and interests in the
land, water and sea estate. However, reforms must not over-complicate the agreement
process, ensuring key principles of flexibility, transparency, predictability and efficiency
are upheld.
• It suggests that activation of the broader Indigenous economy as not separate to, but
critical to the future success of the northern Australian economy.
10. Indigenous Land and Sea Corporation
The Indigenous Land and Sea Corporation (ILSC) is a corporate Commonwealth entity established
under the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Act (ATSI) 2005 and subject to the Public
Governance, Performance and Accountability Act (PGPA) 2013. The ILSC helps Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people realise economic, social, cultural and environmental benefits derived from the
ownership and management of land, water and water rights. The ILSC provides this assistance
through the acquisition and management of rights and interests in land, saltwater and freshwater
country.
Priority outcomes for achieving Indigenous benefits:
1. Access to and protection of cultural and environmental values: the ILSC recognises the
importance of land to Indigenous people’s cultural identity. We are committed to assisting
Indigenous people acquire and manage land of cultural and environmental significance, and
to protecting and maintaining the cultural and environmental values of land.
2. Socioeconomic development: the ILSC assists projects that deliver social and economic
outcomes for Indigenous Australians. Priority is given to projects that provide sustainable
employment and training that leads to employment. The ILSC believes that sustained
employment creates a range of benefits for Indigenous people, including increased
standards of living, income and improved health and wellbeing.
By committing to these priorities, the ILSC is helping to build a secure and sustainable Indigenous
land base, now and for future generations.
(https://www.ilsc.gov.au/)
Summary of relevant economic policy documents and strategies
11. Our Economic Future: Northern Territory Economic Development Framework (NTG,2017)
o

Growth sectors were identified as agribusiness, tourism, energy and minerals,
international education and training, defence and support industries

o

Relevant actions included (pages 17-19)


establish strategic indigenous water reserves to increase opportunities for
Aboriginal people to access water to pursue economic development



partnering with private enterprise to implement training programs that create a
stable, long-term workforce, including by better preparing Aboriginal people to
enter and remain in the workforce



improve access to education for remote families
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o



work with Aboriginal business enterprises to build capacity (with the NT
Indigenous Business Network)



create a 10-year infrastructure plan and update annually



support the Aboriginal Land and Sea Economic Development Agency (ALSEDA)
to bring land, capital, labour and effective processes together to drive
investment on Aboriginal land



continue to support local Aboriginal communities, the regions and major
centres… to develop and deliver economic development plans and priority
projects that realise aspirations



enhance partnerships between land councils, traditional owners and the
Australian and Northern Territory governments to better align aspirations and
investment opportunities for all parties, including developing an investment
charter and actions to expedite processing of applications



co-develop comprehensive industry development strategies for key industries
that cover innovation, technology, supply chain analysis, market analysis and
development, workforce (including Aboriginal employment strategies) and
regional development opportunities

A list of plans to be developed over the next three years included a local industry
participation policy, Indigenous economic development and jobs plan.

12. NT Indigenous Economic Development Strategy
The final strategy has not been released.
13. Driving Development: Joint Land Council Strategy for the Economic Development of the NT
Aboriginal Estate (April 2017) and Aboriginal Land and Seas Economic Development Agency
(ALSEDA)
Aboriginal people comprise 30% of the Territory’s population, own 50% of the land and 80% of
the coastline, in addition to owning native title rights to much of the rest. The land councils’
economic development strategy outlines a goal for the Aboriginal estate to return cultural and
economic benefits to Aboriginal people and contribute to the overall economic productivity of
the NT. It identifies access to capital as a key impediment to development. The strategy
outlines:
o establishment of ALSEDA as an incorporated body with a board of directors
o

an innovative new fund to match grant and investment funding with private sector
investments to stimulate infrastructure development on Aboriginal land (the fund
model to be based on the fungibility of S19 leases)

o

a pilot program at six sites (five are Aboriginal land trusts and the sixth as a freehold
block covered by an ILUA), based on consultation to identify viable commercial
opportunities of interest to traditional owners.
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14. Northern Australia Infrastructure Facility (NAIF) https://naif.gov.au/ and Guidelines for
Aboriginal Engagement
NAIF is a $5 billion lending facility to provide loans to infrastructure projects in northern
Australia. Applicants are required to prepare an Indigenous engagement strategy guideline that
sets out objectives for Indigenous participation, procurement and employment in the region of
the proposed project (https://naif.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Final-IES-GuidelineNovember-2018-.pdf)
15. Aboriginal Land and Seas Action Plan
The Aboriginal Land and Sea Action Plan was released in April 2019 as a proposed partnership
approach with traditional owners, the Australian Government and four land councils. The plan’s
vision is “to ensure land and sea ownership delivers on the economic and social aspirations of
Aboriginal Territorians”. Guiding principles are:
o Aboriginal Territorians’ connection to land is intimately linked to their health and
wellbeing and, therefore, willingness and capacity to access economic opportunities
o

Aboriginal people should be supported to maximise the economic and social benefits of
their land and sea rights…

o

Aboriginal Territorians should be able to engage in economic development in the
manner and at the pace they wish to proceed

o

That respectful and productive relationships between government, industry groups,
land councils, traditional owners, native title holders and other Aboriginal Territorians
are necessary for the Land Rights Act and the Native Title Act to operate as effectively
and efficiently as possible.

Actions under the plan include to:
o resolve all outstanding land claims
o

resolve Blue Mud Bay fishing access arrangements from 2008 decision that gave
Aboriginal trusts control over intertidal zones

o

progress changes to the Land Rights Act recommended by the Aboriginal Land
Commissioner relating to exploration and mining on Aboriginal land

o

develop an NT Government native title policy framework (includes building the capacity
of Registered Native Title Bodies Corporate)

o

develop a strategic approach to tenure and other issues in mining towns that will
become Aboriginal land (Jabiru, Alyangula, Nhulunbuy)

o

enhance opportunities for long-term leasing on Aboriginal land

o

support the management of Aboriginal land (includes jointly managed parks)

o

support economic development and employment on Aboriginal land (to align with the
Commonwealth Indigenous Reference Group, to address barriers to development and
support partnerships, develop an Aboriginal contracting framework, support training
and employment, deliver the Mapping the Future Program, support land councils to
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secure Australian Government and corporate assistance to implement Aboriginal land
and sea economic development agencies)
o

improve NT legislation and administrative processes

o

support improvements to Commonwealth legislative processes, such as the Native Title
Act.

16. ‘Our North, Our Future’: Developing the North White Paper (2015)
The Fourth Ministerial Forum in December 2019 (covering WA, the NT, Queensland and
Australian Governments) noted that the Australian Government has invested more than $6.2
billion in projects and infrastructure across the north in response to the white paper. The forum
agreed to the following five revised areas for action:
a. population, jobs and industry growth – fostering industry development, and
diversification to strengthen the economy, create jobs and drive population growth
b. connective and resilient infrastructure – to enable industries in the north to be
internationally competitive and take advantage of proximity to Indo-Pacific markets;
and to build the resilience of communities to provide stable infrastructure through
natural disasters and other disruptions
c. skills and workforce development – ensuring industry has access to the skills to be
competitive, and regional workforce capability is developed
d. Indigenous economic development – improving economic outcomes by further
developing the Indigenous business sector, landowner involvement in development,
Indigenous innovation, and capitalising on land, sea and culture
e. attracting investment and efficient regulation – de-risking projects with better data, and
by removing unnecessary regulation to create the right environment to give investors
certainty and drive economic development.
The Office of Northern Australia was established to implement the white paper
(www.industry.gov.au/strategies-for-the-future/northern-australia-agenda)
17. Indigenous Reference Group and Ministerial Forum on Northern Australia
In Indigenous Reference Group to the Ministerial Forum was established in 2017 comprising
Aboriginal leaders from Northern Australia including Joe Morrison, Donna Odegaard, Nigel
Browne and Colin Saltmere (Myuma) (www.industry.gov.au/about-us/our-structure/office-ofnorthern-australia/northern-australia-advisory-groups).
The December Ministerial Forum launched a Northern Australia Indigenous Development
Accord to drive a coordinated approach to economic activity, innovation and business
opportunities (www.niaa.gov.au/resource-centre/indigenous-affairs/northern-australiaindigenous-development-accord). The Indigenous Reference Group to the Ministerial Forum
will develop a prospectus for a Northern Australia Indigenous Economic Development Body and
a Northern Australia Indigenous Enterprise and Employment Hub Network, an Indigenous
economic research roadmap and a water rights framework. Identifies six policy areas (p.5):
o creating jobs, fostering labour participation, entrepreneurship and business acumen
o

knowledge management systems and research and development to support Indigenous
commercial end-users

o

infrastructure investment to support Indigenous economic development
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o

access to capital and domestic and international markets

o

activating the economic value of land, water, sea and cultural resource rights

o

institutional arrangements that work to activate, accelerate and optimise Indigenous
economic development across Northern Australia.

18. Supply Nation: was established in 2009 to link Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander businesses
with government and corporate procurement teams and develop procurement policies that
direct spending to the Indigenous business sector. It claims to maintain Australia’s largest
national director of Indigenous-owned businesses. It has a board of six business owners or
senior managers. (https://supplynation.org.au/)
19. National Indigenous Business Sector Strategy: To help Indigenous people move into sustainable
businesses: https://www.niaa.gov.au/resource-centre/indigenous-affairs/indigenous-businesssector-strategy
20. Northern Territory Indigenous Business Network: As the peak body representing Northern
Territory Indigenous business, the NTIBN offers organisational development, industry-based
development, business support, collaborative and promotional opportunities and training and
personal development opportunities https://www.ntibn.com.au/_
21. ICN NT Aboriginal content finder: The ICN worked with the Power and Water Authority to
develop an interactive map launched in September 2019. The map enables easy searching of
Aboriginal businesses and non-Aboriginal businesses with a large number of Aboriginal
employees in order to promote local enterprises as providers of goods and services
https://ntacf.icn.org.au
22. Northern Territory Government Aboriginal Contracting Framework
Still in development.
https://nt.gov.au/industry/government/what-you-need-to-know-aboutprocurement/aboriginal-contracting-framework
23. Territory Benefit Policy (replaced Local Industry Participation Plans)
The Territory benefit policy encourages proponents, early in their planning phase, to
understand the capabilities of the local industry and workforce. It challenges proponents to
enhance the local benefit outcomes delivered by their project, while realising the long-term
advantages of locally-based, capable suppliers and labour. The policy can be adopted voluntarily
by any project but specifically applies to:
o private sector projects awarded NT major project status under the NT major project
status policy framework
o private sector projects receiving support (financial or in-kind) from the NT Government
valued at or greater than $500,000
o projects where a Territory benefit plan is specified as a condition of a NT Government
agreement.
Key outcomes sought:
o local workforce development and employment
o regional and Aboriginal economic and community development
o local business participation and small to medium enterprise capability development
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o

economic, industry and social infrastructure investment.

(https://business.nt.gov.au/publications/policies/territory-benefit-policy)
24. Australian Government Industry Participation Plan

The Australian Jobs Act 2013 requires proponents of major public and private projects in
Australia with a capital expenditure of $500 million or more to prepare and implement
an Australian industry participation plan (doesn’t reference Indigenous businesses). The
plan provides detail on:

expected opportunities to supply key goods and services to the project
how proponents will communicate project opportunities and pre-qualification
requirements to potential Australian suppliers
o how proponents will help suppliers develop capability and integrate into global supply
chains.
www.industry.gov.au/regulations-and-standards/australian-industry-participation/majorprojects/complete-your-australian-industry-participation-plan
25. Australian Government’s Indigenous Procurement Policy
o
o

Designed to increase the Australian Government’s procurement spend on Indigenous
businesses
www.niaa.gov.au/indigenous-affairs/economic-development/indigenous-procurement-policyipp
26. Indigenous Evaluation Strategy Draft, Productivity Commission
Released in May 2020, the strategy provides a whole-of-government framework for Australian
Government agencies to use when selecting, planning, conducting and using evaluations of
policies and programs affecting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) people. The Strategy
puts ATSI people at its centre and recognises that government needs to draw on the
perspectives, priorities and knowledges of ATSI people if outcomes are to improve. In his
foreword to the strategy, Chair of the Productivity Commission, Michael Brennan, observes:
“Given that policies and programs aim to improve Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s
lives, it follows that their objectives, what is evaluated, and how evaluations are conducted,
should align with what is important for Indigenous people.”
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/current/indigenous-evaluation#draft
27. CRC for Developing Northern Australia

The Cooperative Research Centre for Developing Northern Australia was established to
deliver industry-led research and development collaborations which de-risk Northern
Australian development and attract quality investment and to improve the
competitiveness, productivity and sustainability of the north's economy and the
wellbeing of its communities. One of its research streams is traditional owner led
enterprises to enhance the skills and capabilities of Indigenous and Torres Strait
Islander peoples and provide a pathway to building an industry-ready skilled workforce
in the fields of agriculture, food, and health service delivery. https://crcna.com.au/about
28. Minerals Council of Australia - Useful industry and partnership documents
Has a range of policy documents, including:
o Indigenous economic development https://minerals.org.au/indigenous-partnerships
o Sustainable development (Enduring Value of Mining, revised 2015):
https://minerals.org.au/sites/default/files/190503%20Enduring%20Value%20Principles.
pdf
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o

Sustainable Development Goals (2018)
https://minerals.org.au/sites/default/files/Sustainability%20in%20Action%20October%
202018%20WEB_0.pdf

o

Submission to the Joint Standing Committee on Northern Australia Inquiry into
Opportunities and Challenges Associated with Traditional Owner Participation in
Northern Australia Development, March 2019. Contains a comprehensive summary of
agreement-making, the industry’s approach to relationships with Aboriginal people,
economic development programs, business development, regional development,
challenges to greater economic participation, governance and social investment
approaches. https://minerals.org.au/sites/default/files/MCA%20Submission%20%20Traditional%20Owner%20Northern%20Australia%20inquiry%20%2018%20%20Mar%20.._%20WEB.pdf.

The Minerals Council of Australia 2019 submission (p.15) outlines a seminar convened
by the National Native Title Council in 2018 (Structural encouragement of economic
development activities by Native Title Holders, Melbourne, March 2019, p.2) which
identified a number of factors impeding maximisation of economic development
opportunities from native title monies, including:
• native title holders with less extensive resources are more likely to rely on
simpler charitable trust structures, such as acquiring public benevolent
institution (PBI) status. While these structures may reduce taxation liability, this
status limits the scope of activities to which native title monies can be used.
• the administrative requirements associated with asset management vehicles
being complex and difficult for native title organisations with limited resources
to manage
• the need for improved training, resources and peer-to-peer learning to enable
native title organisations to understand best practice and different design and
operating models.
The Minerals Council of Australia and Native Title Council are advocating for an
Indigenous community development corporation model to provide an appropriate legal
structure that would enable communities to invest in both charitable and enterprise
opportunities (see p.18 of the MCA report for detailed discussion on this issue).
29. Why Agreements Matter, 2016, Rio Tinto commissioned the Centre for Social Responsibility in
Mining at the University of Queensland (Saleem, 2016). Rio Tinto (formerly CRA) was the first
international mining company to recognise the importance of agreement making at a time
when the Australian mining industry was still resisting land rights. A pivotal moment was a
speech by Leon Davis, managing director and chief executive CRA Limited, to the Securities
Institute of Australia, March 1995
“Let me say this bluntly. CRA is satisfied with the central tenet of the Native Title Act. In
CRA we believe that there are major opportunities for growth in outback Australia
which will only be realised with the full cooperation of all interested parties. This
government initiative has laid the basis for better exploration access and thus increased
the probability that the next decade will see a series of CRA operations developed in
active partnership with Aboriginal people.”
Rio has since produced a number of leading practice guidelines. Its ‘Why Agreements Matter’
guideline (Saleem, 2016) suggests common elements of agreements include:
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• land access provisions and consent to agreed activities
• financial benefits and participation in how these will be managed
• economic development, employment and business opportunities
• social, community and cultural support
• agreed approaches to environmental management
• cultural heritage management protocols and approaches
• governance and procedural arrangements including roles and responsibilities.
It describes a successful agreement and one that, among other things, benefits the community
as a whole rather than particular individuals.
www.riotinto.com/en/sustainability/communities
30. The Newmont Tanami Operation, Central Land Council and Yapa Granites-Kurra Ten Year Plan
Newmont has operated the Granites and Dead Bullock Soak mines on the lands of the Warlpiri
people since 2002. Newmont has an agreement with the Yapa (Warlpiri) people under the
Aboriginal Land Rights Act 1976 and a range of agreements (described above under community
development).
In 2016, Newmont, the CLC and Yapa began a one-year process to develop a shared 10-year
strategic plan that included independently facilitated workshops. The strategy builds on
research, engagement and discussions to identify Yapa aspirations and expectations and
potential commitments, outcomes and actions for Newmont and the CLC to pursue together or
separately to support Yapa to achieve these aspirations.
The plan’s vision statement of ‘achieving better outcomes in the Tanami region’ outlined three
goals for Yapa:
• a stronger voice
• stronger education
• stronger employment.
www.clc.org.au/publications/content/kurra-newmont-yapa-10-year-plan
31. ICMM (International Council on Mining and Metals), produces a number of international
position papers
• 2010 Mining: Partnerships for development position statement
• 2013 Position Paper on Indigenous Peoples and Mining www.icmm.com/positionstatements/indigenous-peoples
• Mining with principles, https://miningwithprinciples.com/
32. Mining, Minerals and Sustainable Development Project (MMSD)
MMSD, 2002, ‘Breaking new ground’, Report of the Mining, Minerals and Sustainable
Development Project, Earthscan Publications: London.
33. APPEA (Australian Petroleum Producers and Explorers Association) represents the oil and gas
industry in Australia (www.appea.com.au/). APPEA’s submission to the hydraulic fracturing
inquiry: www.appea.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Final-APPEA-Submission-WAInquiry-into-Hydraulic-Fracturing-19-March-2018.pdf
34. IPIECA (International Petroleum Industry Environmental Conservation Association)
(www.ipieca.org)
IPIECA includes a social responsibility working group. It has produced guidelines on social impact
assessment, human rights and Indigenous people in the oil and gas industry. IPIECA, together
with the Australian Petroleum Producers and Explorers Association (APPEA), the American
Petroleum Institute (API) and the International Association of Oil & Gas Producers (IOGP) in May
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released the fourth edition of a Sustainability Reporting Guidance. Updates to the guidance
have cover six focus areas:
• reporting process
• governance and business ethics
• climate change and energy
• environment
• safety, health and security
• social impacts.
The document includes sections on social investment, workforce development, engaging with
Indigenous people and local procurement.
Native Title Handbook
https://aiatsis.gov.au/sites/default/files/products/native_title_information_handbook/native_title_info
rmation_handbook_2016_nt.pdf
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Supplement 3. Ground-up literature on engagement, community development and evaluation
Annotated bibliography attached of relevant Northern Institute work.

1

Author/
Year
Spencer
(2017)

Topic
Economic
Development

Project

Format

Indigenous
Services
Workforce

Working
Paper

Reference/ Link
Spencer, M., Christie, M., & Verran, H. (2017). Indigenous Languages, Culture
and Knowledge Services Workforce: Business Opportunities in an Emergent NT
Services Economy.
https://www.cdu.edu.au/sites/default/files/the-northerninstitute/docs/working_paper_02-2017_final.pdf
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Notes
Review paper drawing from
previous Ground Up Research
o Concerned with the
sector of the services
economy dedicated to
the provision of
Australia’s language,
culture, and knowledge
services products.
o Suggests this sector is
undervalued in
northern Australia
o Identifies:
o key roles of
culturally
appropriate
local
Indigenous
services
workforces
o processes for
co-designing
local language,
culture and
knowledge
services
o forms of
culturally
appropriate
local
Indigenous

Author/
Year

2

Spencer
et al
(2017)

Topic

Project

Format

Reference/ Link

Notes
services that
exemplify
current
business
opportunities.

Monitoring
and
Evaluation

Remote
Engagement
Coordination
– Indigenous
Evaluation
Research
(REC-IER)
Project

Report

Spencer, Michaela, Michael Christie, Jennifer Macdonald, Matthew Campbell,
Helen Verran, (2017) Remote Engagement Coordination – Indigenous
Evaluation Research: Final Report Charles Darwin University Uniprint
http://recier.cdu.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/RECIER-FINALREPORT.pdf
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Project with DLGHCD, NTG
o Identifying key elements of
good engagement and
coordination
o Development of local
processes for evaluating
government engagement.
Insights:
o Good engagement works
through the authority of
elders as witnessed by
younger people.
o It can be difficult to
differentiate between
‘engagement’ and
‘decision-making’, with
these practices being
synonymous or closely
related for many
community members.
o Aboriginal elders see their
traditional governance
responsibilities to kin and
land as primary. The
‘community’ only exists
because of the work of
governments (and NGOs),
and is maintained by them.
o Good engagement with
government is critical to

Author/
Year

Topic

Project

Format

Reference/ Link

Notes

o

o

3

Spencer
(2019)

Monitoring
and
Evaluation

NLC M&E

Report

Spencer, Michaela, Michael Christie (2020) NLC Community Planning and
Development Program – Ground Up M&E: Interim Report Charles Darwin
University, Uniprint
[in press]
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community development
because it strengthens
traditional governance in
the context of
contemporary issues.
The community comes to
life as an effect of
government and
nongovernment agencies
working at the level of the
township. When these
agencies engage carefully
and respectfully with clan
elders, a healthy
community emerges.
M&E tools produced usable
insights when they
embedded 3 ‘levels’ of
interpretation
o Story/video
o (1) Local
researcher
summary
o (2) Local
researcher
interpretation
o (3) University
researcher
interpretation

Partnership with NLC, focused
on:
o Community Planning and
Development Project Ground Up M&E

Author/
Year

Topic

Project

Format
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Notes
Identification of Yolŋu
concepts of ‘what is
monitoring?’ and ‘what is
evaluation?’
o development of community
specific M&E practices
which align with local
understandings of success
o development of community
specific M&E practices
which align with local
understandings of what
counts as community and
how development may be
achieved.
Insights:
o Yolŋu monitoring involved
continually checking in to
make sure things were
going in the right direction.
Evaluation was a moment
of public
witness/proclamation
where the activity being
undertaken is seen to have
happened and been done
well.
o In Gapuwiyak, community
development was
recognised as occurring
well when it aligned with
and maintained the
ancestral story of the
creation of that place, and
these practices were
o
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Author/
Year

Topic

Project

Format

Reference/ Link

Notes
supported by the NLC and
other orgs.

4

Spencer
(2019)

Monitoring
and
Evaluation

Hope for
Health

Report

Spencer, Michaela, Michael Christie (2019) Hope for Health – Ground Up M&E,
Final Report, Charles Darwin University
[not public]

Partnership with Why Warriors,
focused on:
o design and implementation
of Ground Up M&E for a
Yolŋu health program
o development of a
qualitative tool for ongoing
collaborative M&E.
Insights:
o program support required
evaluation which could
engage with ‘health’ not as
a singular entity but as
multiple
o e.g. to evaluate the copresence and interrelation
of ‘many stories of health’.
Evaluation which assumes
singular definitions of what is
being evaluated can produce a
narrowing of program focus and
loss of capacity and intercultural connection.

5

Spencer
(2020)

Monitoring
and
Evaluation

REC-IER 2

Report

Spencer, Michaela, Michael Christie (2020) REC-IER: Stage 2 Electoral
Engagement and Education, Final Report Charles Darwin University Uniprint
[not public]

Project with DLGHCD, NTG
o Processes for monitoring
and evaluating electoral
engagement and education.
o Developing locally agreed
research and evaluation
partnership processes.
Insights:
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Author/
Year

Topic

Project

Format

Reference/ Link

Notes
o

o

6

Campbell
(2017)

Monitoring
and
Evaluation

ISP report

Report

Campbell, Matthew, Michaela Spencer and Michael Christie (2019)
Tangentyere’s Integrated Support Program (ISP) Evaluation FINAL REPORT,
CDUhttp://groundup.cdu.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/60140groundup-ALL_LR_fin_r.pdf

7

Christie
(2013)

Governance

IGLDP

Report

Christie, Michael, et. al (2015) Indigenous Governance and Leadership
Development Project: Final Report and Evaluation Charles Darwin University
Uniprint
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There was an
insistence by research
groups involved that
electoral engagement
is best configured as a
partnership
arrangement.
Challenges of providing
good (but poorly
funded) service
delivery in remote
areas were well served
through identifying
involved participants as
a distributed network
of people and groups
with differing roles and
responsibilities.

M&E of Tangentyere’s
Individual Support Program for
Alcohol management
Insights:
o Program evaluation
was best served by
recognising service
activities as part of a
broader service
delivery ecology
connecting local and
organisational practices
of care and concern.
Project with DLGHCD, NTG
o Work involved
developing local
organisations which

Author/
Year

Topic

Project

Format

Reference/ Link
https://www.cdu.edu.au/sites/default/files/the-northern-institute/igldreportfinal_no-tables_low-res.pdf

Notes
were constituted by
local authority, and
accountable to the
local people when no
such formal
organisations exist in
any of the
communities.

Insights:
o Each community
expressed a desire for
continuing government
support for local
research based work in
enriching and
extending existing local
leadership and
governance capacity,
rather than
predesigned and prepackaged services
delivery as training.
o There was a clear sense
that governance and
leadership were
distinct activities, and
that traditional
conceptualisations
were different from
those currently at work
in government
programs.
o The relative valuing of
the ‘community’ as a
political entity,
compared with valuing
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Author/
Year

8

Christie
(2010)

Topic

Project

Format

Reference/ Link

Notes
of clan or land
affiliation networks as
relevant in governance
and leadership, was
different in each
community. These
different ‘imagined
communities’ imply
different styles of
governance and
leadership, and
potentially quite
different structures
and practices of local
institutions and
Indigenous
organisations.

Governance

Milingimbi
Water

Report

Christie, Michael 2010 Milingimbi Water: A report to the Power and Water
Corporation from the Yolŋu Consultancy Initiative, Charles Darwin University,
Darwin, Uniprint NT
https://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/yaci/pdf/PowerWater_MilingimbiReportE.pdf
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Project with P&W to examine
and improve engagement with
Milingimbi community over
issues of water management.
Insights:
o Milingimbi Yolŋu are
keen to work with
Power and Water to
develop ongoing water
management strategies
‘through a partnership
between two profound
knowledges’. The Yolŋu
see it as important
always to start with
Yolŋu ancestral
knowledge and respect
for water.

9

Author/
Year

Topic

Spencer
(2016)

Community
Development

Project

Format

Reference/ Link

Notes
o

NT
Indigenous
perspectives
on
volunteering

Report

Spencer, Michaela, Michael Christie, Andrea Lee and Ruth Wallace (2016)
Helping and caring, not only our family: NT Indigenous perspectives on
volunteering Final Report Charles Darwin University
https://www.cdu.edu.au/sites/default/files/the-northerninstitute/arc_ntvolservices_reportlr_dpg_final_4.pdf

Project with Australian Red
Cross, exploring:
o role of partner
organisations as service
providers supporting
Indigenous civil society
o means for negotiating
and understanding
partnering of Red Cross
and
people/groups/orgs in
remote communities
o danger of forms of
partnering that treat
people/places as the
same, rather than in
the context of ancestral
connections and
individual capabilities
o roles and remuneration
for local services
providers.
Insights:
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Working together to
develop good
collaborative
management strategies
involves helping young
people learn and
remember the Yolngu
and Balanda story of
water.

‘Community’ is not preexistent but emerges

Author/
Year

10

Christie
(2009)

Topic

Community
Development

Project

Box of Veg –
Community
supported
agriculture

Format

Report

Reference/ Link

Christie, Michael (2009) Community Consultation for the 'Box of Veg' Project
Galiwin’ku
https://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/yaci/pdf/Box_of_Veg_final-report.pdf
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Notes
out of means for
working together,
including each
contributing particular
expertise and
identifying appropriate
roles and
remuneration.
Project with DRDPIFR NTG to
negotiate a community
supported agriculture program
in Galiwin’ku
Insights:
o Was agreed the program
would need to recognise
the clan structure in terms
of how people contribute
and benefit. Need to try to
negotiate a yothu-yindi –
märi-gutharra approach
where different families
have different
responsibilities.
o This is contra to the new
shire council structure –
that was producing
suspicion, had not been
negotiated properly, and
was still making
assumptions that things
work best when conducted
on a whole-of-community
basis.

Author/
Year
Christie
(2013)

Topic

Project

Format

Community
Development

Box of Veg –
Community
supported
agriculture

Book
Chapter

Christie, M. (2013). The box of vegies: Method and metaphysics in Yolŋu
research. In Discourse, Power, and Resistance Down Under: Volume 2 (pp. 4556). Brill Sense.

See 10

12

Christie
(2014)

Community
Development

Box of Veg –
Community
supported
agriculture

Book
Chapter

Christie, M. (2014). Decolonizing Methodology in an Arnhem Land Garden.
In Decolonizing the Landscape (pp. 57-69). Brill Rodopi.

See 10

13

Spencer
(2017)

Community
Development

Paper

Spencer, M., & Christie, M. (2017). Collaboratively rethinking the nature and
practice of voluntary service in three North Australian aboriginal
communities. Third Sector Review, 23(1), 9.

See 9

14

Spencer
(2016)

Community
Development

NT
Indigenous
perspectives
on
volunteering
Disaster
resilience
and
preparedness

Report

Spencer, Michaela, Michael Christie and Ruth Wallace (2016) Disaster
Resilience, Management and Preparedness in Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Communities in Darwin and Palmerston Final Report Charles Darwin
University,

15

Spencer
(2018)

Community
Development

Disaster
resilience

Paper

Spencer, M., & Christie, M. (2018). ‘We help each other’: Stories and
experiences of disaster management and preparedness in Aboriginal

Project with Australian Red
Cross and NT Emergency
Services
o strong interest in
collaboratively designed
community specific
emergency management
plans.
Insights:
o Key to all planning was a
local broker able to mediate
between community life
and emergency experiences
and the NTG and NTES.
o This is a skilled and
professional role and
should be recognised as
such.
See 14
Insights:

11

Reference/ Link

Chapter 3: Maximising the benefits of agreement-making, Jane Munday, Michaela Spencer, Kirsty Howey 2020

247

Notes

Author/
Year

16

Christie
(2004)

Topic

Project

Format

and
preparedness

Community
Development

Community
and Social
Capital

Paper

Reference/ Link

Notes

communities in Darwin. Australian Journal of Emergency Management
Monograph, 3, 55-59.

o

Christie, M., & Greatorex, J. (2004). Yolngu life in the Northern Territory of
Australia: The significance of community and social capital. Asia Pacific Journal
of Public Administration, 26(1), 55-69.

Commentary which ‘re-grounds’
social development discourse
and its focus on ‘networks’,
‘trust’ and ‘norms’ in concepts
which connect with these and
are also meaningful in Yolŋu life.
Insights:
o The crucial difference
between the values at work
in the social capital of nonIndigenous Australians and
Yolngu living on Yolngu land
is that non-Indigenous
groups’ norms can be
generalised from context to
context. [A Yolŋu approach]
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Safe and resilient
communities are
constituted by the problem
of working together to
explore and enhance
practices of care and
concern that go beyond,
but remain consistent with,
the bonds and
accountabilities of ancestral
kinship networks. This
entails a commitment on
the part of non-Indigenous
organisations to working
collaboratively with
community elders to build
community and keep
traditional accountabilities
of care and concern strong.

Author/
Year

Topic

Project

Format

Reference/ Link

Notes

o

17

Spencer
(2020)

Ground Up

Our Homes

Report

Spencer, Michaela and Michael Christie (2020) Our Homes, Final Report, Charles
Darwin University, Uniprint [in press]
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on the other hand, is
celebrated for its specificity
as it is found in place, and
in people with historical
connections with place.
The key policy point is
that… centralisation, th[e]
attempt to build Aboriginal
towns on a European
model, where ‘community
development’ is equated
with mere service delivery
and where knowledge is
taken out of its land-based
context to become a
tradeable commodity like
any other good in the
marketplace, flies directly in
the face of the Yolngu
experience of what makes a
happy and functional
settlement.

Project with DLGHCD, NTG
Consultation around housing
tenancy/management models
and contracting around repairs
and maintenance
o Strong interest in
integrated local
arrangements for joined up
service delivery (like before
the shires, and as business
opportunities)
o Face-to-face
communication via a local

Author/
Year

Topic

Project

Format

Reference/ Link

Notes
desk prioritised over
remote forms.

18

Christie
(2013)

Ground Up

More than a
Roof
Overhead

Report

Christie, Michael and Matthew Campbell (2013) More Than a Roof Overhead
Consultations for Better Housing Outcomes Sub-Project 1 of the ARC Linkage
Project More Than a Roof Overhead, Charles Darwin University
https://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/yaci/docs/MTROreport2.pdf

ARC project on consultation for
better housing outcomes
Insights:
o At the community level,
good governance sees
housing, health, community
and economic
development, education,
community harmony and
environmental care as
inseparable issues.
o Successful community
government interactions
require that senior
managers in both
government and
communities are properly
involved in complex
decision making and
properly remunerated for
their work.
o Good housing design starts
with the needs and work of
the elders. We can say that
good housing designs
themselves reveal and
enact raypirri’. They allow
people to live in agreement.

19

Christie
(2013)

Ground Up

Ground Up
Generative
Research

Paper

Christie, M. J. (2013). Generative and 'ground-up' research in Aboriginal
Australia. Learning Communities: International Journal of Learning in Social
Contexts, (13), 3-12.

Ground Up theory/methods:
o Top-down research seeks
for a general overarching
theory. Ground-up research
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Author/
Year

Topic

Project

Format

Reference/ Link

Notes

o

o

o

21

Verran
(2011)

Ground Up

Ground Up
Generative
Research

Paper

Verran, H., & Christie, M. (2011). Doing difference together: Towards a dialogue
with aboriginal knowledge authorities through an Australian comparative
philosophical inquiry. Culture and Dialogue, 1(2), 21-36.
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develops and deploys
theory in the service of
action on local problems.
Working away from the
development of general
theory is an important
strategy for the activist
researchers (Addelson,
2002, p. 136). Theory in
work like ours is very
important, but only as
another participant in
collective action.
As academic researchers
we exercise a particular
cognitive authority which
we must use strategically in
the deployment of bits and
pieces of theory in the work
of generating change.
The work of gathering an
evidence base is work
which should not be
understood as separate
from the work of changing
policy from the bottom up.

An occasion eliciting philosophy
and dialogue:
o “As cross-cultural
knowledge practices
associated with the
community level
governance of multicultural
liberal democracy
expressing a ‘welfare

Author/
Year

Topic

Project

Format

Reference/ Link

Notes

o
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liberalism’, are replaced by
those associated with
evidence-based policy
formulated for governance
by commission, there is a
profound change in the
nature and location of
expertise. This entails many
more possibilities for
Aboriginal knowledge
authorities to be identified
as holders of salient
expertise, and
correspondingly more
opportunities for challenge
to the ruling ontology
embedded in a discourse of
governmental expertise.
We claim that it also opens
up opportunities for
generative philosophical
dialogue.”
“Key to understanding a
Garma form of dialogue is
the principle that each
individual participates in
the negotiation as
presenting his or her clan
place, playing out of a
collective history, while
carefully, as a sign of good
faith always publicly
producing a distinctive
performance of his or her
own unique provenance.”

Author/
Year

Topic

Project

Format

Reference/ Link

Notes
o

The appendices (1-5) have been produced separately
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“…there is no neutral
language in which to bridge
divergence.
Commensurability and
incommensurability are
always created, never
neutral, and always relative
to an aim or purpose. The
ethical and political
challenge begins with the
aim. ‘Comparison must not
be unilateral and,
especially, must not be
conducted in the language
of just one of the parties”.
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