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Introduction 
Ninti One Limited wishes to make this submission to the Department of Families, Housing, 
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) in response to the Draft Indigenous 
Economic Development Strategy (IEDS). In doing so, we draw on the research we have undertaken 
through the Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre (DKCRC) and contract research 
projects for various clients including Federal, State and Territory Governments. 

In addition, our experience in the planning process and implementation of the Cooperative 
Research Centre for Remote Economic Participation (CRC-REP), which commenced operation in 
July 2010, is also relevant. Ninti One manages CRC-REP as well as the Australian Feral Camel 
Management Project. The constitution of the company provides for governance by a board with 
50% of the members being Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and 50% who are 
non-Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. One-third of the 52 formal partners to Ninti One are 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander organisations. 

 
Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre 
The Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre (DKCRC) existed from July 2003 to June 
2010. It was a research and brokerage institution that linked researchers from 28 partner 
organisations.  

In summary, the DKCRC existed to: 

• Provide sustainable livelihoods for desert people that are based on natural resource and service 
enterprise opportunities that are environmentally and socially appropriate 

• Encourage sustainable remote desert settlements that support the presence of desert people, 
particularly remote Aboriginal communities, as a result of improved and efficient governance and 
access to services 

• Foster thriving desert regional economies that are based on desert competitive advantages, 
bringing together Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities, government and industry 

• Apply social science insights into governance, human capacity and the design of appropriate 
institutions to all these outcomes. 
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The DKCRC focused its research efforts on creating useful outcomes with commercial application 
for desert people, communities and its partners. These partners provided in-kind and cash support 
to the DKCRC. 

Research of relevance to the IEDS is the DKCRC’s work on services to remote communities, on 
sustainable settlements and on remote enterprise development, especially in the bush foods 
industries, which ran from 2007 to 2010. The research supported discrete research projects in the 
Northern Territory, South Australia, Queensland and Western Australia.  

 
The role of government 
Responses to the challenge of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander economic development so far 
suffer from poor data and information, a fragmented view of the issues, and ‘imposed’ initiatives 
generated from outside the regions which prove not to work on the ground. This situation is 
exacerbated by the inherent difficulty of implementing programs in remote regions, including 
logistics, expense, environment and cross-cultural misunderstanding. 

Government should recognise that, while a substantial part of its contribution will be in directly 
engaging with the issues, it also has a role in supporting those individuals and organisations that 
are well-placed to bridge the divide between government agencies and Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people. Results of research published by DKCRC provides pointers as to how this can be 
achieved in practice, especially the work of our partners in the Western Desert and the East Pilbara 
(McGrath et al. 2010) and the Northern Territory (Elvin et al. 2010). 

 
The conceptual basis for strategy 
Economic strategy should be based on strong data, a coherent conceptual framework and a 
clear-sighted analysis of the history of initiatives in this field. It is too often the case that new 
strategic development pays lip service to the lessons of the past. We would like to see proper 
reflection on State and Territory efforts towards economic development as well as those aspects of 
Shared Responsibility Agreements, Regional Partnership Agreements and COAG trials taken into 
account so that the Strategy is informed by the experiences of the past.  

Ninti One is currently working with FaHCSIA on projects relating to four of the priority communities 
under the National Indigenous Reform Agreement: Yuendumu, Ntaria, Mornington Island and 
Doomadgee. Our experience to date is that the Local Implementation Plans (LIPs) developed in 
each location are valuable as a single over-arching document through which many initiatives can be 
taken across a wide range of topic areas. In some cases, the process of developing the LIPs itself 
has produced valuable knowledge on development goals for each community.  

The first ingredient in effective strategies for economic development is a thorough understanding of 
local perspectives on governance. Perceptions of the need for, and the role, value and functions of 
governance will vary across the range of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with an 
interest in the subject. The most stark divide is likely to lie between Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people on the one hand and government on the other. It will be coloured by individual 
experiences of the economic development, including those of the ATSIC era. And it will be 
influenced by recent developments, such as the Royalties for Regions policy in WA, the Northern 
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Territory Emergency Response and Welfare Reform on Cape York, and how they have been felt by 
people and reported in the media.  

Ultimately, the conceptual basis for economic development strategy needs to be clearly articulated. 
We feel that this is an aspect of the draft IEDS that merits some attention. Competing emphases 
include: 

• National economic goals and the increased role that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
could play 

• Localised economic development for self-reliance, for example through an emphasis on 
sustainable livelihoods 

• Building connections between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and the globalised 
economy 

• Regional economic development driven by lead industries generating local demand for services.  

 
In the case of one example above, sustainable livelihoods, Ninti One has extensive experience in 
applying conceptual thinking to the work we do. The Sustainable Livelihoods framework, commonly 
used in international development settings, is one way of conceptualising economic development 
(see Moran et al. 2007; Measham et al. 2006). Our view is that it offers potential for people to work 
out how to build conditions where they achieve local economic development aspirations.  

But the key point we wish to make is that the over-arching conceptual framework for the IEDS would 
benefit from further analysis and description, providing a basis for its aim of ‘increasing the 
wellbeing of Indigenous Australians by supporting greater economic participation and self reliance’.  
 
Localised economic development 
Research by DKCRC in the Anmatyerr group of settlements in the Northern Territory and the two 
settlements of Diamantina Shire, Western Queensland has shown that ‘distance from markets and 
from the mental maps of urban-centric policy-makers means that small, remote settlements do 
generate economic practices locally’ (Ingamells et al. 2010:1). The research pointed to the 
importance of local plans and strategies as a basis for economic development and sustainability. 
We argued that ‘current economic policy facilitates national prosperity to the detriment of local 
economies. It points to the necessity for desert regions, of developing an internal economic agenda 
held by a local agency, in ways that bring both Aboriginal and settler cultures into economic 
expression’ (Ingamells et al. 2010:1). 

We value the way in which the IEDS has been depicted visually in Figure 1 of the document. For 
groups with which we work, much can be achieved in the ‘individual capabilities and resources’ part 
of the pyramid. This is because a significant proportion of people living in remote communities have 
not had the experience of production, enterprise or trading activities. In communities where 
government transfers to individuals and families are the main source of income, young people are 
brought up in situations of welfare dependence rather than work or business. So an important 
starting point for them is support to work in an environment where people are producing or trading a 
good or service.  
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We believe there is a strong role for initiatives in this area, which is why we have trained Aboriginal 
people to be community researchers during the DKCRC and will train many more during the 
development of RemoteBiz and the CRC-REP. The work of Enterprise Learning Projects (ELP) and 
Arnhem Human Enterprise Development (AHED) is also relevant here, as both organisations 
emphasise individual partnership with families and groups living in remote locations. ELP has had 
success in developing a remote community opportunity shop, soap manufacture project and a 
health takeaway, especially working with people on the Ngaanyatjarra Lands.  

 
Enterprise and culture 
In presenting its successful bid to the Department of Industry, Innovation, Science and Research, 
the consortium of 52 partners that makes up the CRC-REP argued that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people living in remote regions want to participate in the economy, but will rarely do so at 
the expense of their culture.  

We believe that there are shortfalls in the availability of knowledge, information and data to enable 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and existing micro, small and medium enterprises 
(MSMEs) to develop new business opportunities built around non-exploitative commercialisation of 
cultural knowledge. The world-wide demand for products from the world’s oldest living culture has 
the potential to transform the flow of benefits to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living in 
remote regions. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture is currently embedded in a number of 
products, such as tourism and art, and there is scope to widen this.  

However, there is little or no whole-of-industry integration or information about demand for products, 
market segmentation and how enterprises can meet those demands. There is also no systematic 
planning for how other cultural enterprises can be developed and co-promoted. Our research under 
the CRC-REP will apply whole-of-value-chain research and market analysis to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander art and tourism within a sustainable livelihoods framework. Simultaneously, 
the approaches will be deployed in the development of enterprises based on land management and 
culture so as to develop models and approaches that allow Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people to realise the full economic value of their own culture in a manner that respects its shared 
ownership and maintenance. We believe that the IEDS should note the existence of this research 
and make use of it to serve the objectives of the Strategy. 

 
Systems approaches 
While we value the building blocks described in the IEDS and the holistic approach being taken, we 
believe it would be strengthened by a comprehensive understanding of the systems within which 
economic development takes place, especially education and training systems, systems for 
supporting economic development and the way in which regional and remote economies 
themselves operate. Systemic analysis will enable a proper focus on those elements that support 
and hinder economic development for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 

It is our conviction that addressing barriers to growth, such as distance from markets, fragile or 
faulty supply chains and the scope for efficiencies to overcome high production costs, should be 
central to economic development for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living in remote 
areas. DKCRC research explored the application of community development and sustainable 
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livelihoods frameworks to remote economic development, adding to the success of applied DKCRC 
work on enterprise development by highlighting the importance of social and human capital to 
business opportunity and success, and multi-functionality as a feature of livelihoods in remote 
locations where there is market failure. 

There are instances where our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander small business partners 
themselves have argued for a stronger systems approach. A bush foods processor approached us 
recently to suggest we support new ways in which bush foods harvesters can collaborate more 
closely. The aim of such an initiative would be to address the fragmented nature of the industry, 
ensure better communication and information on prices and demand, improve management of the 
ebb and flow of raw produce and provide a mutually supportive business environment. She called it 
‘somewhere for all these small producers to go and to meet’.  

The idea of government getting involved in small producer cooperatives and associations may be 
counter-productive. After all, if they need it badly enough, then small businesses are quite capable 
of doing it themselves. But it is important that policy development takes note of this kind of analysis 
of the issues by people who are active in economic development as part of their daily livelihoods.  

 
Economic connections 
As we have observed in earlier research by DKCRC on the bush foods industry, progress in 
economic development often relies on a combination of technical and business development 
support to small and growing enterprises along with the building of relationships that enable 
markets in urban locations on the coast to be accessed. Many successful but unrecognised 
homeland and outstation enterprises feature the same key elements of visionary leaders, 
connections to markets and access to good services. These include fishery, art, bush foods, tourism 
and mining service businesses. 

The IEDS should give proper attention to building a comprehensive understanding of existing 
successful models and then supporting their replication. Our published research on business 
development in places such as Bedourie, Camooweal, Ceduna, Alice Springs and the APY Lands 
provides good examples that ought to inform the Strategy. The Myuma Group, for example, 
operates a business model that provides commercial civil engineering services on the one hand 
while providing training, employment and cultural support on the other (Memmott 2010). Our 
suggestions support many of the priorities of Section 3 of the IEDS. 

The need for stronger economic connections between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
enterprises and the wider economy also includes access to technical information that can help 
business development or prevent it being stifled. One of our partner enterprises, a small 
Aboriginal-owned company that manufactures products based on bush plant material, recently had 
to curtail production due to a lack of knowledge about the requirements of the Therapeutic Goods 
Administration and how to meet them. Clearly, the necessary information is available from the 
Administration, but it may be difficult for people living in remote locations to interpret and make use 
of it.  
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Effective engagement with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
In economic development, the fundamental importance of relationships tends to be under-valued. 
As we have noted in earlier research ‘while economic policy is usually seen as the province of 
individual enterprise and rational assessment, it is, like all human endeavours, primarily a 
relationship process’ (Ingamells et al. 2010:18). For this reason, we are supportive of Part 2 of the 
Guiding Principles for the IEDS, which deal with engagement and partnership.  

Valuable insights on this subject came from the research of DKCRC in the East Pilbara and 
Western Desert during 2007–09. The objective was to examine the factors and processes that 
determine the boundaries of Martu people’s representation within service arrangements for 
Aboriginal people in the Western Desert of Australia. In this context, we focused mainly on services 
that relate to housing management and maintenance. It is therefore pertinent to any examination of 
the ways in which government institutions define strategy and develop plans for regional and 
remote areas.  

In this region there is very limited engagement between those agencies and organisations 
responsible for service delivery and the people who use services. The reasons often boil down to an 
absence of representation of local people in governance arrangements for services. We have 
particularly observed this problem in communities where Martu people live. Martu people have yet 
to reap substantial benefit from mining interests on the Native Title land. BHP Billiton, the leading 
mining company in the area, is also effectively a service agency in training provision or by directly or 
indirectly providing services (McGrath et al. 2010). 

Our research showed that ‘within the Western Desert there exist many supply-side boundaries 
which represent the roles and responsibility of Government agencies and BHP Billiton, as the two 
main organisations that provide services. Each organisation has its own hierarchy, the members of 
which have roles and responsibilities bounded by broader and diverse spans of geographical 
territory. Service delivery in the Western Desert thus operates as a complex network of different 
government, non-government and mining organisations existing at varying scales, none of whose 
geographical boundaries coincide or whose roles and responsibilities easily coordinate. The 
partnerships that BHP Billiton coordinates are a mechanism of cutting across this 
inter-organisational complexity but also in turn add to the institutional complexity that exists’ 
(McGrath et al. 2010). 

We observed that ‘a number of Martu boundaries exist within the population on the “demand” side 
of services. These include language group and “country” origin, family, age (whether or not an 
individual is an elder), gender and the primary settlement at which an individual is seen to be based. 
Many of the boundaries discussed here primarily relate to identity and were constructed through 
participatory observation and are referred to here for the purpose of emphasising issues of 
complexity. In no way are these claimed to be a definitive account of Martu representations of 
themselves, and it is likely that there exist other boundaries within the Martu world as seen by Martu 
people’ (McGrath et al. 2010:8).  

Further observations are that ‘another boundary which further compounds complexity and supports 
the argument here is whether an individual is identified as Martu or belongs to another Aboriginal 
group. Mining sector, government and non-government programs are often targeted either at 
Aboriginal people or at Martu people; both of these categories render invisible the differences that 
exist within these categorised groups or the hybridity that may exist between them. Often programs 
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are labelled as Aboriginal but target Martu people only, or on the other hand, target the generic 
“other” Aboriginal people and do not attract Martu participants. Aboriginal people from elsewhere in 
Australia working for service organisations are often expected to naturally form relationships and/or 
represent Martu people’ (McGrath et al. 2010:9). The complexity of Martu identity is not recognised 
by service providers.  

These observations are relevant to the IEDS, which is reliant on achieving a comprehensive 
understanding of local economic development aspirations and priorities. Resonating with 
observations made in other research conducted by DKCRC, work with Martu people illustrated that 
they often show limited knowledge and understanding of the internal structures and processes of 
the various organisations that interact with them. This ‘institutional landscape … and the many 
supply side boundaries that exist’ (McGrath et al. 2010:10) is rarely considered by Martu people as 
a complex set of government and non-government organisations, departments and divisions. ‘The 
extent of this limited understanding is potentially more acute within the Western Desert when 
compared to other Australian contexts, because of the historically limited cross-cultural contact. 
Thus a sharp boundary between service providers and Martu people is maintained by limited 
understanding by Martu people about service providers and vice versa’ (McGrath et al. 2010:11).  

We recommend that the IEDS makes provision for developing the kind of genuine engagement and 
understanding that our research indicates will be essential to making progress, especially in those 
parts of Australia where the boundary complexities present particular obstacles.  

 
Research for economic development 
Ninti One and its partners have developed the new Cooperative Research Centre for Remote 
Economic Participation (CRC-REP). This initiative has secured research funding over a seven-year 
term, which was granted by the Department of Innovation, Industry, Science and Research in 
December 2009 and which commenced operations in July 2010. The overall objective of CRC-REP 
is to stimulate sustainable economic activity in remote locations while also accommodating unique 
cultural and social practices that have profound influence on the positive functionality of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander settlements. Ninti One is the managing organisation for CRC-REP.  

The Regional Economies Program of CRC-REP aims to build robust and strong regional economies 
throughout remote Australia through our partners in government, industry and communities. This 
will provide the sustainable employment and enterprise opportunities vital to increasing the level of 
economic participation for remote Australians. Remote regions have unique characteristics that 
affect their economies. The way these features interact differs substantially from the more populous 
regions. Remote areas are harsh places for new enterprises and industries because populations 
are sparse and highly mobile, resources vary widely in time and space and labour markets and 
economic conditions are highly volatile. Scattered resource hot-spots result in single large 
settlements and businesses in a region, which can distort regional economies and lead to power 
imbalance. These features play a critical part in the social network and economic resilience of 
regions. This Program will develop solutions to these problems. It complements the Enterprise 
Development Program of CRC-REP, which addresses key factors preventing and enabling small 
and medium enterprise development in remote Australia and how such factors can be managed for 
greater economic participation.  
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We believe that the CRC-REP offers research capacity that will potentially bring benefits to the 
Indigenous Economic Development Strategy. We would be pleased to discuss this subject further 
as the results of your review of the draft strategy are considered.  

 
 
Education and school transitions 
In the area of education research, we have already provided a submission on the Indigenous 
Education Action Plan (IEAP) referred to as an element of the IEDS. The research we will be 
conducting under the CRC-REP supports a significant number of the priorities described in Section 
1 of the Strategy. 

Comments that we wish to make here are drawn from our submission on the IEAP. Government 
initiatives often concentrate on establishing a delivery system aimed at groups who are implicitly 
assumed to be passive recipients of the products of that system. The valuable components of the 
IEAP that address the needs and expectations of students, families and communities are important 
in recognising that families and students are also active choosers of services, but would benefit from 
a more in-depth analysis. For example, recent international research indicates that a key factor in the 
higher performance of private schools in many countries where school attendance and performance 
falls short of international benchmarks is that parents demand more of teachers and other education 
staff (Tooley 2008). This is an important pointer for the IEAP as it shows that engagement with 
families is not just about getting them involved in supporting their children but also encouraging them 
to express their expectations of the education system.  

In considering the section on pathways to real post-school options which is also important in the 
IEDS, the research of DKCRC is relevant, most notably ‘Growing the Desert: Educational pathways 
for remote Indigenous peoples’ (Young et al. 2007). A key message from the research is that 
transitions from education to work are particularly challenging for people living in locations where 
opportunities are limited. This presents obvious limitations to the ‘learn or earn’ concept, as suitable 
openings for either may be scarce. Effective transitions from education to work depend on systems 
that recognise the high levels of mobility of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people within 
regions and the value of social networks as a means of people building and sustaining a livelihood.  

We feel that the IEAP lacks a comprehensive systems approach to analysing education. Lasting 
change is best achieved by understanding the factors that support and hinder systems from 
functioning. As AusAID has concluded in its latest strategy paper for investment in rural development, 
systems are best understood with respect to their multi-function and multi-player character (Gibson 
2009). As we described earlier in this submission, systems approaches are valuable in analysing 
complex subjects such as economic development. Our own research uses a soft-systems 
methodology to deal with situations where human perceptions, behaviour and actions are the 
dominating factors, as is frequently the case in education in remote communities.  

There are complex challenges in improving pathways for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people through education and training to employment and enterprise. We are committed to a 
program of research under the CRC-REP that will contribute to better outcomes in this area. The 
research commences in early 2011 and aims to: 

• Understand the factors that support transition into sustainable employment 
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• Identify the barriers to effective transition 

• Compare and contrast the strengths and weaknesses of existing approaches 

• Document Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander job seekers’ perspectives and experiences in 
order to identify key factors in particular results being achieved.  

The research will build a picture of the system that supports pathways into work and enterprise, 
analysing the connections between different parts of the system, the behaviours that influence its 
effectiveness and the areas where specific improvements could be made that enhance the system 
as a whole. The methodology will draw greater attention to elements of the system that have not 
received consideration before, including conventions and standards in policy and professional 
practice and the engagement of family and community members.  

In remote education, the CRC-REP will identify how education systems can be redesigned to better 
suit the needs of communities in remote regions by examining demand (what students, carers and 
the local economy need), supply (what systems need to provide, including better staff recruitment 
and retention), policy issues and alternative delivery models. For example, an area of focus is the 
idea that remote education systems would be more effective if they were constructed around social 
networks based on sparseness and high mobility, as well as taking into account the cultural and 
social practices of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.  

 
Conclusion 
We understand that the draft strategy is provided for comment to make sure that the areas targeted 
will make the greatest impact on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander economic development. Ninti 
One does not take issue with the areas targeted by the IEDS. We are, however, concerned that key 
activities such as engagement with Aboriginal and Torres Stait Islander people will not receive the 
comprehensive treatment they require or that capability within government will be insufficient to 
meet the challenges of doing business differently. This is an issue that has been recognised 
explicitly by some of the Regional Operations Centres during the development of the LIPs, for 
example. We also recommend that the conceptual basis for the strategy is developed and 
articulated within the document.  

There is scope to strengthen methods for translating the aspirations of the Strategy into practical 
results. We recognise that the Action Plan will be the vehicle for these methods but we recommend 
that good use is made of existing opportunities. In our case, Ninti One has established a new 
MSME engagement platform, known as RemoteBiz, which will provide highly practical business 
support, mentoring and business skills development for remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people. The IEDS ought to connect closely with this initiative and others in the field to achieve a 
critical mass of complementary work. 

Ninti One is committed to supporting the kind of economic development in remote Australia that 
harnesses its potential for the nation as a whole and which brings benefits to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people. We are keen to contribute further to the development and implementation of 
the Indigenous Economic Development Strategy. We would be pleased to respond to any further 
opportunities to participate.  
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