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and labourers. Self-employed Indigenous Australians were under-
represented among managers and administrators and professionals
compared with other self-employed Australians. Raising educational
attainment is likely to increase the number of Indigenous Australians in
these groups—although this is a long term process requiring not only
human capital but physical capital inputs. The profit-related schemes of
Chapman and Simes (2006) and Altman and Dillon (2004) partially
address the lack of access to the capital markets, but one cannot lose
sight of the fact that education (human capital) often provides a transfer
of general (if not specific) skills that can be useful for conducting and
managing business. While there may be some interaction between the
poor educational attainment and capital market imperfections, it would
be a mistake to address one issue without addressing the other issue. In
particular some direct support for individual Indigenous entrepreneurs
may be required to redress the more important skill deficits. Training
programs specially designed for Indigenous business with mentorships
provided by successful Indigenous entrepreneurs should be considered.

One of the main findings of Hunter (2004) that the occupational and
industry structure of Indigenous self-employment is particularly
different from other Australian businesses, particularly in remote areas.
While there is some convergence apparent in the recent years, this
convergence is largely as a result of the apparent growth of Indigenous
self-employment in declining primary industries. If the recent growth in
Indigenous employment in Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing is
concentrated in small scale ventures, it is questionable how viable such
operations will be in the long term when faced with competition from
large, sometimes multinational, agribusinesses.

In view of the high level of ongoing social exclusion of the Indigenous
people in the Australian community and the evidence of labour market
discrimination against Indigenous workers (Hunter 2005a), there should
be no illusion as to the enormity of the task at hand. Promoting
Indigenous business may seem like a relatively direct means to
removing the 'welfare shackles', but the structural impediments arising
education and access to capital may also require long run commitment
going beyond the life of the current parliament.

Obviously the US model provides an incentive for non-indigenous
businesses to sub-contract work to or incorporate fledgling Indigenous
enterprises—this could in a sense be argued that it reduces the
government's responsibility? It can also be argued that the USA model
has a darker side with the creation of unproductive, fictional and
minority businesses that are nothing more than token businesses—
Based on his Hawaiian study, Foley (2005) has argued that the US
policy has lead to 'shadow' businesses. Once the minority status of the
business is confirmed, the actual involvement of the ethnic minority in



22

the commerce is minimal. The non-Indigenous or mainstream tenderer
needs a minority partner to avail themselves of the scheme and hence
they procure or create a minority partner, but in fact the mainstream
tenderer carry out all the functions of what is purely a shadow
business. Other organisations make money off the minority partner by
doing their returns etc. Wide debate and careful consideration needs to
be undertaken before adopting a US-style system.

Much of the discussion of incentives focuses on the relationships
arising from the finance of business enterprises. However, informal
mentorships and non-financial support could also be useful. Informal
associations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous businesses
should be 'non-competitive' to ensure that there is no conflict of interest
in the party providing mentorship and support. The government could
facilitate such arrangements arising through tax break, but the 'trick'
would be to ensure that the support given was substantial, and was not
perceived to be just another method for avoiding or evading tax liability.

Notes

1. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) in the 2001 Census Dictionary qualifies 'urban'
to be a population cluster of more than 1,000 people.
<http://www.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/abs@nsf>, accessed 15 June 2005. For the purposes of
the research undertaken in Foley (2005), interviews were undertaken with Indigenous
entrepreneurs in capital cities, their suburban fringe or cities that had a population of
50,000 people or more. Hunter (2004) adopted the Roger Jones system of geographic
classification of areas that is arguably more consistent with conventional notions of labour
markets (Jones 2003). The reader should note that whilst provincial has been adopted as a
qualifying classification for this paper it is used in the context of Indigenous urban
business activity within provincial cities that contain populations exceeding 50,000 people.
Therefore, when 'urban' is used, it will also include provincial cities of 50,000 people or
more, and the term provincial will be deleted from the discussion for simplicity.

2. To provide some background as to previous poor governmental mismanagement the 1985
the Miller Report (1985) identified important deficiencies in the administration of
enterprise programs, yet two decades later in 2003 the federally funded Indigenous
Business Review (IBR) identified continuing deficiencies in the management and
administration of Indigenous business loan programs (IBR 2003). The former Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) implementation of business loan programs
within the framework of overall economic development for communities was not successful,
resulting in ad-hoc and often unsuccessful business creation (IBR 2003: 28-9). ATSIC was
the dominating Indigenous business financier for over a decade; until they were disbanded
by the Howard Government and the business loan function taken over by Indigenous
Business Australia (IBA) in March 2005 (Australian Government 2006: 1). ATSIC had
continual difficulty in achieving their goals in business development lending. Yet the 1991
Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody criticised ATSIC's stringent
commercial eligibility requirements: this resulted in the establishment of the Indigenous
Business Incentive Programme (Commonwealth of Australia 1991). In contrast to the Royal
Commission findings, the 2003 IBR report noted unsatisfactory due diligence by ATSIC
staff in the monitoring of these loans (IBR 2003: 28-9).
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Bureaucratic misjudgements have played a part in the failure of some Indigenous
community-based businesses. This is of concern because these failures inevitably reinforce
negative stereotypes of Indigenous Australians—including the popular belief that Aboriginal
people cannot manage their own financial affairs (Foley 2006). A well documented example
that highlights poor management by bureaucrats is of a community-based organisation is
the Warai pastoral enterprise on the Finniss River in the Northern Territory (Fuller &
Parker 2002: 100, 120 & 121). The Warai pastoral enterprise received considerable funding
from several government departments and agencies without adequate consultation and
coordination between the government and community stakeholders. No research or
planning was undertaken to ensure the existence of the necessary financial management
tools to run a business. It appears an extensive range of infrastructure was constructed for
the community venture with little being done to ensure its ongoing success through the
provision of adequate financial management skills, working capital or marketing plans that
set out target profit margins. This Aboriginal enterprise floundered and did not achieved its
potential due to poor planning and lack of synchronisation of basic commercial business
practice by the same governance structures created by government to act in the best
interests of Aboriginal people.

The IBR report re-enforced the stereotype that Indigenous enterprise is a 'community
enterprise'. They failed to recognise the stand alone Indigenous entrepreneur (Foley 2006).
Miller Report of 1985 continually refers to community development when it is discussing
the development of the urban individual (Commonwealth of Australia 1985: 383-6). The
individual Indigenous Australian business person needs to be recognised so that this vital
area of Aboriginal commerce can be nurtured to allow the subsequent encouragement of
new Indigenous enterprises (Foley 2006: 5). This is where current and previous government
funded programs have failed Indigenous Australia and where sustainable relationships can
be enhanced if we recognise the urban based Indigenous Australian entrepreneur.

There is a dearth of information on the urban Indigenous entrepreneur. The National
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey 2002 (NATSISS) has no qualitative or
quantitative data regarding Indigenous self-employment. Some explanation of these
statistics is provided however the sample size is too small for any substantial analysis. The
lack of detailed data on Indigenous self-employment raises the important question: how
can government policy be informed if the basic building blocks of empirical data are not
available?

The problem of responsible reportage is further illustrated by the IBR's observation that
there is no one central agency responsible for the collection and collation of data on
Indigenous economic development (IBR 2003: 23). The IBR finding could be expanded to
include the monitoring of Indigenous business programmes.

Former Prime Minister Howard was correct in his 2004 election statement when he claimed
'Indigenous Australians [should] get better value ... money' (Loughnane 2004: 2).
Indigenous Australians have not received value for money in terms of the delivery of
informed and responsible government services. The IBR illustrated the poor delivery of
value as they undertook preliminary research on 100 businesses based on data given to it
by the Office of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs (OATSIA), ATSIC and IBA (IBR
2003: 18). It selected just 32 subjects for case-study analysis from a narrow spread of
businesses by industry and a broad range of geographical locations in remote, rural and
urban areas. Some of these were community-based organisations (IBR 2003: 49). The
validity of the IBR findings are questionable as they cover a broad geographic area and a
narrow sample of business entities from a very limited sample group restricted to clients of
OATSIA, ATSIC and IBA (IBR 2003: 18). The research by their own admission did not
include stand-alone non-government funded Indigenous businesses that evolved within a
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competitive commercial environment. They only assessed businesses that enjoyed either
direct government assistance or indirect financial assistance at below market rate interest.
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