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Introduction 

Ninti One welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the review of Indigenous Training and 
Employment. Our submission concentrates on issues relevant to the employment and training of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders living in remote Australia.  

About Ninti One Limited 

Established in 2003, Ninti One is a not-for-profit, national company that builds opportunities for 
people in remote Australia through research, innovation and community development. We aim to: 

• Address social and economic disadvantage of people in remote Australia 
• Find solutions to economic exclusion 
• Improve understanding of Australia's remote regions 
• Increase economic participation of peoples 
• Increase the skills and capacity of people  
• Enhance and protect the natural environment 
• Understand the impact of climate change on environment and people 

We build on the expertise of our researchers and partners to extend the reach and influence of our 
research and research outcomes. Our networks of professional practitioners lead to high-calibre, 
multidisciplinary teams that can complete competitive contracts on cross-jurisdictional projects with 
a national and international focus. 

Ninti One manages: 

• The current activities and partnerships of the CRC for Remote Economic Participation (CRC-
REP),  

• the commercialisation of the Intellectual Property from CRC-REP and the legacy projects 
from the former Desert Knowledge CRC and, 

• Consultancy services related to the delivery and commercialisation of research for the 
benefit of Australians living in remote areas. 

CRC-REP has three goals: 

• To develop new ways to build resilience and strengthen regional communities and 
economies across remote Australia 

• To build new enterprises and strengthen existing industries that provide jobs, livelihoods 
and incomes in remote areas 

• To improve the education and training pathways in remote areas so that people have better 
opportunities to participate in the range of economies that exist. 

Summary of key points 

o Our research shows they are plenty of real jobs in remote Australia but over 90% of them 
are taken by non-Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people 

o Training and qualifications are not pre-requisite to engagement in employment in remote 
Australia as 44% of all employees have not completed a Certificate or higher qualification. 
Other factors are at play. 
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o Despite the significant investment in remote education, not a lot has changed the last 5 
years. Our research suggests new responses and approaches as outlined in this submission. 

o ‘One size fits all’ approach to Aboriginal Employment and Training Programs do not work. 
Regional customisation and program flexibility are critical to ensure success of program 
delivery. 

o Critical need to understand unique circumstances, needs and aspirations of communities 
to tailor training and employment programs to community needs but also to ignite 
entrepreneurship and business development. This can be done using our innovative Ninti 
One Aboriginal Community Researcher program. 

o Identified need to research and design flexible employment models that are culturally 
sensitive and can increase Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation in the 
workforce. 

o Need a commitment to building local capacity for service delivery across all sectors, 
including commitment to supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Employment in all 
Government Agencies, NGOs and other organisations involved in service delivery through 
incentives, development of appropriate employment  conditions and provision of 
professional development so employees can move up from entry level positions to more 
senior roles.  

o Retention of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff remains an issue for employers in 
remote communities. The Review may benefit from adding some considerations on how to 
develop plans to ensure staff retention and staff development. Ninti One can offer some 
practical strategies in this area. 

o Our research shows that local plans and strategies are the basis for economic development 
and sustainability and must be supported to increase employment outcomes. 

 

Training and employment in very remote Australia 

The CRC-REP Remote Education Systems and Pathways to Employment projects have recently 
completed an analysis of 2011 Census Place of Enumeration data for Very Remote Regions. The 
findings will be presented at the 17th AVETRA International Conference in April 2014. 

Key findings relevant to the Review: 

• About 94% of more than 50,000 jobs in remote Australia in ‘Manufacturing’, ‘Transport, 
Postal and Warehousing’, ‘Information Media and Telecommunications’, ‘Professional, 
Scientific and Technical Services’, ‘Mining’, ‘Accommodation, Food and Services’ and 
‘Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing’ industries are taken by non-Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander people. 

• 44% of all employees had not completed a Certificate or higher qualification: 46,505 jobs 
required no certificate qualification 

• Similarly, 41% of all employees had not gone beyond Year 10 at school.  
• The mining industry has a large pool of workers (36%) with no more than Year 10 

qualifications. 
 

Key messages: 

• They are plenty of real jobs in very remote Australia 
• Training and qualifications are not pre-requisite to engagement in employment. Other 

factors are at play. 
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• High levels of schooling are likewise not required for a lot of jobs, even in the mining 
industry 

• Large mining operations are at the back door of many remote communities, but Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people who live in these communities are not engaging 

 

Creating sustainable employment outcomes in remote Australia 

1) Education in remote areas 
The CRC-REP Remote Education Systems project is identifying how education can improve outcomes 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in and from remote communities for engagement 
in the economies that exist in remote contexts. The following information and recommendations are 
a snapshot of results so far form the last two years of research: 

• Despite significant investment in remote education, not a lot has changed in the last 5 years 
• The complexities of very remote education cannot be treated with simple system solutions 
• Punitive measures and incentives designed to encourage compliance (i.e. attendance) 

generally do not work 
• Aboriginal Education Workers are often underutilised and need significant capacity building 
• It is difficult to find comprehensive evaluations of boarding school models that show if or 

how they work to benefit remote students 
• The expectation that education leads to something else beyond school is often not 

articulated by students or community members 
• Jobs in remote communities are often taken by non-Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 

workers; other jobs do not depend on high levels of education, or are not seen as 
worthwhile choices 

• Choices young people make regarding education do not follow the patterns of non-remote 
young people: different motivators are at play; education may be seen as a cost, not a 
benefit. 

 

Based on our research we suggest the following responses to these issues: 

• Red dirt curriculum (RDC) 
Much of what is taught using the Australian Curriculum struggles to be relevant in the remote 
community context. We propose variations in curriculum design that include red dirt history, red dirt 
politics and red dirt economics. In particular, topics such as land rights, local histories, Native Title, 
digital literacies and explicit teaching of grammar are foundationally important. 

• Short-term intensive boarding school experiences 
Boarding schools are attended by many students from remote communities, yet current models do 
not work for most students, partly because being away from home for a term or year is too much. 
We propose short-term boarding school experiences (up to a month at a time) that immerse 
students in rich, cross-cultural experiences and use mentors to promote learning for students. 
 

• Knowledge exchange partnerships 
Non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students (most likely secondary) from urban settings would 
visit remote communities for an intensive learning experience, with local young people acting as 
mentors, to build knowledge exchange relationships.  
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• Capacity-building strategies 
Punitive strategies do not achieve the desired outcomes in remote communities. We propose that 
resources be redirected to capacity building initiatives that employ local people and use more 
positive branding, for example ‘family support’. These programs can then promote their goals of 
encouraging families and building local capacity. 

• Informal, out-of-school learning spaces 
Our research indicates that a lot of learning happens outside of school, particularly for those young 
people who do not attend. Our findings also suggest that young people are increasingly engaging 
with digital literacies, particularly as infrastructure rolls out in remote communities. Internationally, 
the rise of technology-assisted learning is recognised for its importance. We propose that schools be 
sites for a roll-out of free wireless infrastructure that allows mobile devices to connect to the outside 
world.  

• Strengthening local governance structures 
Good governance and community engagement remain a significant challenge for remote schools, 
particularly where there are dispersed campuses across a large area (for example, Utopia homelands 
in the NT). We propose that more research and investment is needed to build contextually relevant 
governance structures for schools and communities. 

• Separate learning spaces for young men and women, away from ‘school’ 
One of the reasons students disengage in the high school years is the stigma of being in the same 
place as children. Different learning spaces are needed for young adults, particularly those who have 
been through cultural initiation. Further, post-initiation students may need separate learning spaces 
for young men and women, depending on the context. We are calling for the development of a 
digital arts academy or a dance academy to engage different people in activities that engage 
different kinds of learners. 

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander assistants as red dirt educators 
We see a new role for ‘red dirt educators’ (RDEs): local people committed to education in a structure 
that caters for local needs. RDEs would have a direct role in developing RDC. Credentialing and pay 
scales would reflect local knowledge and expertise, not necessarily Australian Qualifications 
Framework standards of certification. RDEs would be incorporated into school governance 
structures. 

2) Regional and local customisation of training and employment programs 
‘One size fits all’ approach does not work in remote communities as each community has a unique 
set of circumstances, needs and aspirations. Regional and local customisations and program 
flexibility are critical to ensure the success of programs. We also know that sustainable, healthy and 
viable remote communities depend on the participation, ownership and partnership of the people 
who live in remote regions and communities in initiatives that affect their lives. Our research shows 
that effective community engagement in the design and delivery of government programs and 
initiatives improves desired outcomes. Ninti One Aboriginal Community Researchers can give 
unprecedented insight to the Review to improve policies and enhance the design and delivery of 
appropriate training and employment programs in remote communities.  

3) Ninti One Aboriginal Community Researcher Program  
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Ninti One has developed an Aboriginal Community Researchers (ACR) program, which enables Ninti 
One to deliver tailored, innovative and highly relevant research and community development 
outcomes in remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. Mainstream research 
practices and methodologies have often failed to achieve desired outcomes in remote Aboriginal 
and Torre Strait Islanders communities. By contrast, the Aboriginal Community Researcher Program 
has proven track records of achieving positive research outcomes because the program is inclusive 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s viewpoint and knowledge and places effective 
community engagement at the heart of its practice. The program ensures that inclusive, 
participatory and democratic research is conducted with and within Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities. This translates into successful and ethical research and applications outcomes 
that have positive impacts on employment, education and delivery of services in remote 
communities. Aboriginal Community Researchers can significantly improve the design and 
implementation of government policies in remote areas. Our team of Aboriginal Community 
Researchers currently works on research projects commissioned by government agencies and 
research organisations such as the Vision CRC in various fields. We believe the Aboriginal Community 
Researcher program could assist the Government to design and rollout effective employment 
programs in remote communities. 

Additionally, the Ninti One Aboriginal Community Researcher Program has provided strong 
economic and enterprise development outcomes, including employment opportunities of Aboriginal 
Community Researchers beyond Ninti One projects and research projects leading to enterprise 
development. Ninti One would be happy to further discuss this Program with the Review team as an 
example of a successful initiative in remote Australia, which presents further opportunities for 
collaborations and expansion.  

4) Staff retention 
Retention of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff remains an issue for government agencies, 
service providers and other employers in remote communities. We believe staff retention issues 
must be considered by the Review. The Review may benefit from adding some considerations on 
how to develop plans to ensure staff retention and staff development, especially in the public sector 
where retention of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff remains a serious problem. Ninti One 
can offer some practical strategies in this area. 

5) Employment conditions and models 
We believe research on employment conditions and models should be undertaken to enable the 
design of employment models that would attract and retain Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
employees. Indeed, some of the employment conditions currently offered (especially in the mining 
industry where you can find shifts of 12 hours per day with 6 weeks on /two weeks off rosters) is one 
of the barriers to increase Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation in the workforce. As 
stated earlier in this submission, lack of formal qualifications is not a barrier to employment in 
remote Australia and other factors are at play. We believe employment conditions are one of these 
factors and this needs to be reviewed.  

6) Local plans and strategies for economic development 
We believe that as part of the Review, considerations should be made on how to improve and 
support economic development in remote communities. Our research in the Anmatyerr group of 
settlements in the Northern Territory and two settlements in Diamantina Shire, Western 
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Queensland has shown that distance from markets and from urban-centric policy-makers means 
that small, remote settlements do generate economic practices locally. The research points to the 
importance of local plans and strategies as a basis for economic development and sustainability.  

Our extensive research on desert businesses, including Aboriginal businesses through the research 
project Desert Biz (2003-2010) delivered outcomes at the policy level as well as for businesses on the 
ground. Key findings and recommendations include:  

• a business emerging from a community need (i.e. garage), which is driven and owned by the 
community, can thrive in remote Aboriginal settlements;  

• the presence of external supporting mechanism such as business development organisations 
(whether government or non-government) can encourage the development of new 
businesses  

• uniquely Aboriginal products are received well by the global community 
• ‘one size does not fit all’, hence the importance of continuing to find out the various models 

that work and do not work and determining the conditions under which they are likely to 
work 

• the role of government should include providing start-up grants,  providing training and 
providing a conductive environment for the development and growth of businesses 
Aboriginal businesses 

 

7) Remote Australia Online to assist the Review in developing policies for employment and 
training programs in Remote Australia 

Ninti One recently launched Remote Australia Online (RAO), which is a one-stop shop for 
information about remote Australia. This Web-based information database comprises of a 
bibliography from research organisations across Australia on topics relating to remote Australia. 
Developed within Ninti One, it is the culmination of ten years’ research and endeavour by specialist 
researchers, brought together in a robust reference catalogue. RAO delivers authoritative research 
on topics that impact this region and its people, including education and its pathways, policy, 
business, social and cultural welfare, infrastructure, communication and natural resource 
management. The information from diverse disciplines is now available in one central place at RAO. 
This resource available at www.nintione.com.au may assist the Review team in developing solutions 
and evidence-based policy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living in remote Australia. 

Contact 

Should the Review Team require further information or would like to discuss the points raised 
above, please do not hesitate to contact: 

Ms Jan Ferguson 

Managing Director  

Mob:     +61 (0)401 719 882  

Email:   jan.ferguson@nintione.com.au 
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