























In light of the potential for commercial development of NRM on the Indigenous-owned
estate, as well as the cultural suitability of working in these industries, opportunities for
both Indigenous controlled enterprise and commercial joint ventures in these activities
need to be thoroughly explored and effectively promoted through public policy.

2. Whether current government, industry and community programs offering specific
enterprise support programs and services to Indigenous enterprises are effective,
particularly in building sustainable relationships with the broader business sector

Reflections on the diversity of the Indigenous population and aspirations and the
importance of cultural context

In reflecting on the success of existing enterprise support programs it is first necessary to
briefly discuss the efficacy of the current policy framework. For at least a decade the
dominant approach to Indigenous economic development in public policy has been
informed by a neo-liberal model of development that prioritises markets and
individualised economic engagement with the ‘mainstream’. While engaging with
mainstream markets and developing an “enterprise culture” among Indigenous Australians
may, indeed, be part of an effective response to continued economic disadvantage and an
over-reliance on welfare payments (see, for example, the conclusions of DIMIA's
Indigenous Business Review 2003), it is insufficient on at least two bases.

Firstly, this approach fails to recognise the diversity of Indigenous experience and
aspirations. For example, it overlooks the significant role of the customary economy in
Indigenous communities in rural and remote areas. In many instances, these communities
participate in a "hybrid economy”, relying on a mix of customary activities (such as
hunting), market activities (such as commercial arts production) and state support for
their livelihoods (Altman 20074, see also Altman 2001a; Altman and Dillon 2004).
Programs to facilitate the expansion of Indigenous entrepreneurship in rural and remote
communities that overlook local aspirations and the significance of the customary
economy not only misunderstand Indigenous economic engagement but may be
experienced as “economic assimilation” and a forced "cultural acquiescence to the
market" (see Altman 2002: 1-2).

Secondly, the dominant policy approach to Indigenous economic development has tended
to assume that the goal for remote Indigenous communities should be economic
independence. For many communities faced with limited opportunities for standard
commercial activity, this goal may be unrealistic. A more appropriate goal may be
economic inter-dependence, where ongoing state support (such as through CDEP) allows
a range of options including self-employment and enterprise development. For example,
Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation (BAC) in the Maningrida region of central Arnhem
Land has successfully supported the development of a large number of commercial
enterprises, some of which are wholly Aboriginal managed and staffed and most of which
are underwritten by CDEP (see Altman and Johnson 2000; Altman and Cochrane 2003;
BAC 2007).




Policies designed to increase the rate of Indigenous business development must also
recognise the diversity of enterprise structures. For example, Foley (2006) argues that
research and policy relating to Indigenous enterprise has tended to focus on collective,
rather than individual, enterprise. However, Hunter (1999: 13) highlights the importance
of the collective and cooperative nature of some forms of Indigenous production. He
suggests that community arts and crafts production, for example, may offer a competitive
advantage in rural and remote areas because it can incorporate Indigenous systems of
obligation and cooperative production. McDonnell (1999: 10) suggests that businesses
such as Amway and Nutrimetics may have been popular in the Torres Straits because of
the orientation to community and the high degree of sociality involved.

The diversity of Indigenous organisations and aspirations means that successful
enterprises may take many forms. As Altman and Dillon (2004: 5) argue in relation to
foans schemes for Indigenous commercial ventures:

The Indigenous actors involved are heterogeneous, with diverse worldviews, contact
histories, resource bases, and aspirations. They will wish to utilise different corporate
vehicles, and work at different scales, from the individual and family level up to the
regional level. Thus any general scheme will need to be flexible and adaptable.

Three successful business models

While the diversity of Indigenous populations and aspirations mean that business models
may take many forms, this section reports on three approaches to Indigenous enterprise
development that have had proven commercial success and long-term track record. These
three approaches may overlap in the sense that all three may be present in one
community-based development agency. Indigenous business support programs should
recognise the viability and sustainability of these models.

i. Indigenous enterprise through community arts centres

In Indigenous enterprises in the arts the model of a community-controliled arts centre
that provides a brokerage service to remote Indigenous artists has proven to be both cost-
effective and sustainable (Altman 2003, 2005, 2007b). These centres depend on highly
skilled arts advisors who have the capacity to effectively mediate between the artist and
the market. Many of these arts centres have a strong business orientation, with effective
financial and information management systems and stock control procedures and
proactive exhibiting and marketing strategies. The community-controlled arts centre
model can be extremely effective in both remote and urban contexts.

ii. Indigenous enterprise underwritten by CDEP

In arts and other Indigenous enterprises, incomes may often need to be supported
through CDEP. For example, few artists, whether Indigenous or not, can make a living
wage from their arts practice alone. Many non-Indigenous artists supplement their arts
income from other part-time work. For Indigenous artists in remote areas, there is a




continued role for CDEP where other employment opportunities are limited. Similarly, as
noted above in the case of the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation (BAC), successful
enterprise development in remote areas may need to be underwritten by CDEP. This is not
an indication of commercial failure. Rather, the CDEP scheme can assist in the
development of micro-businesses that generate additional income as well as socio-
cultural objectives (see Altman 2001b). For example, CDEP allows the development of
viable businesses while providing a living wage based on CDEP (as a wage subsidy) plus
‘top up' for workers who take on extra hours or responsibilities.

iii. Indigenous enterprise development through Outstation Resource Agencies
(ORAs)

Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation also demonstrates the possibilities for enterprise
development through ORAs. BAC is a highly successful Indigenous organisation that has
taken on the role of fostering business development in the Maningrida region. its
proactive and entrepreneurial role in enterprise development began in 1996 as operator
of Maningrida’s fuel supply, with profits from that enterprise used to fund the
development of additional businesses. BAC now manages 20 businesses including a
mechanical workshop, road and housing maintenance services, a retail fuel outlet, a large
supermarket/variety store, construction services, aged care services, a mobile shopping
service, a takeaway food outlet, land care, a commercial wildlife venture, an eco tourism
business and a highly successful community-based arts and culture centre. Its 20
businesses contribute more than half of BACs annual turnover of over $27 million. As BAC
states in its 2006/07 Annual Report, "it is both a source of regret and confusion that no
agent of the Commonwealth Government has ever sought to draw on the experience and
success of BAC with a view to applying our model elsewhere” (BAC 2007: 2).

Summary and recommendations

This submission focuses on only two of the terms of reference of the Inquiry into
developing Indigenous enterprises and notes the following.

First, there are new emerging industries particularly evident on the remote Indigenous
estate that could provide opportunity for Indigenous enterprise. Such opportunity is
especially evident in provision of environmental services to generate carbon and
biodiversity credits. There are some emerging programs o support such enterprise,
notably the new Working on Country program administered by the federal Department of
Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts; and some evidence of public/private
partnerships supporting innovative enterprise like the West Arnhem Land Fire Abatement
project.

It is recommended that in considering areas of current and potential Indigenous
commercial advantage and strength, the Committee pays particular attention to
emerging natural resource management opportunities and options to support such
initiatives.




Second, it is argued that in parts of remote Australia, the mainstream economic model
will have limited relevance because in many situations the hybrid economy model that
incorporates a customary or non-market sector is dominant. The very diversity of
Indigenous circumstances means that a mainstream economic model might not be
appropriate to non-mainstream situations. Three often inter-dependent examples of
models that have proven successful and durable over many years are provided:
community arts enterprise, enterprise underwritten by CDEP and on-country enterprise
facilitated by Qutstation Resource Agency ‘hub and spokes’ organisations. These models
often undertake joint ventures with state agencies or the broader business sector.

It is recommended that at the current moment in Indigenous affairs when there is an
over-emphasis on policy failure the contribution that existing institutional arrangements
and programs can make to Indigenous enterprise development should not be overlooked.
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