
Hi!

Thanks for this – see my marked up changes attached (I have only marked up my section).

I have also attached three items I said I would provide:
1. Number of indigenous tourism operators in the Red Centre

a. This is an impossible figure to calculate. There are many indigenous businesses,
but it really depends on what is defined as an indigenous business as to how the
numbers fall. For example, there is an attraction in Alice Springs that is Northern
Territory Government owned, but the Executive Director for the site is
indigenous, so is that business in or out? Also, it depends on what is chosen to
be meant by indigenous tourism. For example, is retail in tourism? Is food and
beverage, such as cafes and restaurants? So it is impossible to calculate how
many businesses are run/owned/managed/operated by aboriginal people.

2. Overnight visitation to the Red Centre
a. According to the NVS and IVS, there are 466,000 overnight visitors to the region

(as of YE March 2017)
3. Split of international versus domestic visitation in Alice Springs

a. It’s a 74%/26% split, with 74% being domestic travel and 26% being
international travel.

Thanks again and let me know if you require anything further.

Warm regards,

Stephen Schwer
Chief Executive Officer
Tourism Central Australia

www.discovercentralaustralia.com 
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JOINT STANDING COMMITTEE ON NORTHERN AUSTRALIA

RYAN, Councillor Damien, Mayor, Alice Springs Town Council

Committee met at 13:06

CHAIR (Mr Entsch):  I would like to begin by acknowledging the traditional owners of the land on which we meet and paying our respects to their elders past and present. I declare this public hearing and the Joint Standing Committee on Northern Australia in reference to the Inquiry into Opportunities and Methods for Stimulating the Tourism Industry in Northern Australia open and would like to thank everyone for being here today. I will ask my deputy to move that if there are any media present that they may cover today's proceedings on the condition that cameras neither film nor take photos of private papers, laptops of committee members, the secretariat or witnesses.

Mr SNOWDON:  Done.

CHAIR:  So moved. Thank you for the opportunity of being here today. If I could start on my left here with the man with the hat, would you just like to introduce yourself?

Senator DODSON:  Senator Pat Dodson, Labor, Western Australia, and I live in Broome.

Mr SNOWDON:  Warren Snowdon. I live here.

CHAIR:  Warren Entsch.

Mr SNOWDON:  He does not live here.

CHAIR:  I do not live here. I lived in Darwin once for a while. I am a Liberal member representing Leichhardt, which is from Cairns right up to the mainland of Papua New Guinea. It takes in all of Torres Strait and Cape York.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Cathy O'Toole. I am the Labor member for Herbert, which is predominantly Townsville. It is great to be here and I pay my respects to the traditional owners of the land upon which we meet.

Senator McCARTHY:  I would like to acknowledge the traditional owners, too. I think most of you I am familiar with, so it is nice to be here.

CHAIR:  Thank you very much indeed. Now, what I would like to do is call on representatives from Alice Springs Town Council.

Councillor Ryan:  First of all you threw me on 'the man with the hat.' It is usually the bloke sitting next to you, but no disrespect to Mr Dodson. I also acknowledge the Central Arrernte people as the traditional owners and custodians of Alice Springs. Today I would like to speak about three issues.

CHAIR:  Before you do that we have a formality to go through here. These hearings are formal proceedings of the parliament and the giving of false or misleading evidence is a serious matter and may be regarded as a contempt of the parliament. As I indicated, our hearings are recorded by Hansard and, as such, attract parliamentary privilege. Now I am going to invite you to make a short, brief opening statement and then we will get these guys to fire off some questions.

Councillor Ryan:  Certainly. Thank you, Mr Chair. I would like to speak about three issues today. I would like to speak about the Outback Way, which connects Australia from east to west. I would also like to speak about Alice Springs, the central business district and opportunities, and also about airlines that service Central Australia.

First of all, the Outback Way—just a bit of background knowledge—this is a group of councils across from Laverton to Boulia, although in Canberra it is known as the Perth to Cairns Highway. The Shire of Laverton, the Shire of Ngaanyatjarraku, the Alice Springs Town Council, the Boulia Shire Council and the Winton Shire Council have worked together over the last 10 years with the aim to seal the Outback Way. Now, understanding it runs across two states and a territory we do come across different regulations, but the Outback Way has secured about $200 million worth of funding from the federal government and state and territory governments since 2013. The most recent funding was $100 million announced by the deputy prime minister during 2016. 

The Outback Way is very important to our community and all the communities along the way and we feel that it has huge benefits for our community, mainly through safety and, if this road is sealed, freight efficiencies, community access and especially tourism with future development potential. 

At this stage there are about 1,300 kilometres or thereabouts still to be sealed of the Outback Way. My point today, in talking to the Northern Australian discussion here, is the fact that as a group we seriously need to see ongoing funding for this road from now until its completion. The interesting facet is that in the Queensland and Western Australian sectors roads are built by local governments; in the Northern Territory they are built by private contractors.

CHAIR:  Before you go any further, just on that one, because we have a limited amount of time. Let me just say to you the Outback Way is well and truly on our radar. We have already spoken to them formally in Canberra. We have already had the Department of Transport before the committee asking them what the issues were because we were concerned that the Tanami section of it—

Mr SNOWDON:  That is not it.

CHAIR:  That is the other road. I am sorry. I do apologise. We were checking on that, too, because no work had been done on that. We are very familiar with the way in which the work is done in Western Australia and Queensland as opposed to the Northern Territory. Also, this highway has been identified as a critical one in Northern Australia and that is the reason why it has been funded, along with a number of others. We are very, very determined, firstly, to make sure that as that money is spent it continues to the completion of the project and, secondly, that we maximise the participation of local contractors and Indigenous employment as the bitumen rolls out. 

So that one is there. I just wanted to say that because we are, if you like, all over it like a fat kid on a cupcake. I think it is fair to say to us it is critical. Yes, it is absolutely critical. I just thought I would reassure you of that and if you have other issues that you want to raise then we will go back to that once you have finished.

Councillor Ryan:  Thank you. It was important that I put our view, as a council, on that Outback Way.

CHAIR:  Yes, of course.

Councillor Ryan:  The discussion that is happening in Canberra around City Deals at the moment I would like to express our interest in Alice Springs that I would not like to see City Deals only concentrate on high population areas around the coast. We, being in the centre of Australia, and in the words of our Chief Minister, the capital of outback Australia, it is really important that we are able to play in this space when it is announced. We have the ability here, in the centre of Australia. As a council we have committed approximately $800,000 in our current budget and we would like to see that we can still stay in this space with City Deals.

We have a population in Central Australia, in our particular patch, of around 48,000 with about 28,000 residing in Alice Springs. I have fears that City Deals may recognise only by population. What it can do for us with the building of the National Indigenous Gallery here in Central Australia, in Alice Springs, by the territory government, a connection to City Deals can avail our community of much needed funds to continue connectivity with our community and with the visitors to Central Australia. We need to be able to show that real-time data and smart technologies can work here. We are one of the eight solar cities that were created by the federal government. Forty million dollars came from that starting back in 2008. We have $100 million worth of development here in Central Australia. We are putting up our expertise in that space to say we are really keen to ensure that we are part of City Deals. I wanted to make the point that that technology or that connectivity we can do as long as we do not fall outside of the realm because of population numbers.

The other one I wanted to speak about briefly in my opening was around airlines and the servicing of Alice Springs. At a recent QNA event there was a discussion around whether or not airlines are fair to Alice Springs in the costing of travel within the territory. We have daily connections between Alice Springs and Darwin which both business and visitors use. That is serviced by QantasLink. The costs are rather prohibitive. It is also very frustrating as a community that our community will drive 500 kilometres to Uluru to catch a cheaper flight out of Uluru to the east coast of Australia than they can out of Alice Springs. That brings all sorts of issues around safety and everything else because they do a day's work and then do a dash through the night to catch a flight. It is ridiculous that the tourism market into Uluru is viewed differently than the tourism market into Alice Springs, so it really does call upon the development of tourism in Central Australia. These issues have to be addressed. To travel from Brisbane to here is atrocious today, except for two days a week when there is a direct flight. The rest of the time we have direct flights from other capital cities daily but we do not have a lot of competition into the centre of Australia. I am open to questions from the panel.

CHAIR:  I suspect the local member should be the first one to kick off. I am sure he has some questions that have been couched.

Mr SNOWDON:  I would like to pursue the airlines, if you do not mind. As you know, I suspect or I firmly believe that there might be a bit of price gouging going on but you might just explain that to me. We met with Voyages. They have been able to attract airlines by putting in incentives because they own Connellan Airport. They are responsible for it. They are in charge of the landing fees, the upkeep, maintenance and so on. They have been able to put in place some incentives for airlines to come to them and, as a result of those incentives, have been able to attract airlines into there, principally Jetstar out of Melbourne and Sydney. What capacity is there for you, do you think—and I know the answer to this, by the way, but if you could just explain—on how the council might be able to influence the people who run our airport to change the way in which they administer landing fees, for example, or provide opportunities to attract other airlines in?

Councillor Ryan:  As far as a council in a small local government area, in relation to fees, it is totally out of our range altogether within our budget, but the discussion of interest to me is that you can fly Alice Springs to Melbourne return cheaper than you can fly Alice Springs to Darwin return. These are the difficulties. So if we get a visitor in here from Melbourne or Sydney then do we lose them? Do they turn around and go back? Does the whole tourism across the territory get affected by it? With only the one operator, in reality, linking Alice Springs and Darwin, that is where the costs become prohibitive.

Mr SNOWDON:  There has been some marginal decrease in fares, has there not, with the competition from Virgin on the days that Virgin flies?

Councillor Ryan:  Yes, there has, but having lived here all my life we have experienced this regularly. If we go back to Virgin, the first Virgin—and I think it was Blue, but I am not sure—$99 fares from the east coast seven days a week. Within three months they were coming out of Adelaide four days a week and any backpacker there, I am sorry, was probably lost. The value then in the other airlines came down but as soon as that competition left the value just climbed back up again.

Mr SNOWDON:  What do we need to do to attract airlines to come in and price differently?

Councillor Ryan:  We need a fair review of their price structure, how they run the east coast of Australia and how they run the rest of Australia. There must be a formula within the airlines. The fact is that Jetstar direct, tomorrow I think it is, from Melbourne to Ayres Rock is $324 but from Melbourne to Alice Springs tomorrow is $547. These prices have big differences.

CHAIR:  Who owns the Alice Springs airport?

Councillor Ryan:  Northern Territory Airports. They own Darwin, Tennant Creek, Katherine and Alice Springs.

CHAIR:  Do they own Uluru too?

Councillor Ryan:  No. It is a separate one. It is Voyages.

CHAIR:  NT Airports is a privately listed company.

Mr SNOWDON:  Australian Airports Corporation.

Senator DODSON:  I just want to ask a question on the Outback Way. At one stage the Laverton Shire was having some difficulty in concluding agreements with the native title holders over a section of the road in order to expend some of the funds and so their contractor was going to start from the Territory border rather than some other section. Are you aware of any other difficulties?

Councillor Ryan:  No. I have not heard those from Patrick Hill. He is the president of Laverton Shire and he is also the chair of the Outback Way. The Laverton Shire and the Boulia Shire in Queensland are both keen to tender for roads within the Northern Territory because they believe they can build them cheaper. We have to understand we have a highway structure in the Northern Territory of a very high standard but I am not aware of native title issues on the highway.

Senator DODSON:  Are you aware of any other issues that may be inherent in any of those shires?

Councillor Ryan:  No. They seem to have very good agreements around gravel and water in the west and in Queensland. Here, in the territory, being built by private contractors, that work happens. The bigger structure here is when little bits are let along the way. It is the relocation costs of the contractor from the 110 K peg to the 70 K peg. There are massive costs involved.

Senator DODSON:  Just back on the airlines, has that produced a downturn in your tourism visitors into the city?

Councillor Ryan:  No, I would not suggest it is a downturn but I think there is a very big untapped market.

Senator DODSON:  Do you have numbers? Do you monitor this?

Councillor Ryan:  I do not have access to those numbers but I am sure others in the room might be able to help in that area. My experiences are around conventions and so forth that we, as a council, get involved with in helping to attract here but there is a cost inhibitor.

Senator DODSON:  Are there other sorts of plans you would like to see that would enhance the attractiveness of the city for tourism purposes?

Councillor Ryan:  Yes. I am very confident that the discussion around the Aboriginal National Gallery here in Central Australia, loosely based on, in my view, the MONA experience in Hobart, can be a huge boom for our community. There is a considerable amount of money being put aside and there is a very high-powered group who are working on that at the moment with a delivery to the Northern Territory government later this year. There is also the discussion around the cultural precinct or structure as well. There are two different projects that are being talked about; one is being run by local people and the other is being run by an artistic base, or people with expertise in that area.

Senator DODSON:  So the gallery is run by whom?

Councillor Ryan:  Philip Watkins from Desart and Ms Perkins are the two main Central Australian connects on that.

Senator DODSON:  Has land been secured for this?

Councillor Ryan:  No. That has not been announced as yet. Their job was to find a location. As a council we have been thoroughly encouraging them to ensure to put it in the CBD. The CBD is the most important part for all business going forward. As a bit of a connection to the City Deals, we have the issue of heat here through six months of the year and we want to use the experts around the world to be able to reduce that heat structure, whether it is through shading or whatever the processes are. That is what we want to be able to tap into the City Deals project for.

Senator DODSON:  Thank you.

Senator McCARTHY:  Mayor Ryan, you raised those three points: Outback Way, Alice Springs and the central business district and the airlines. One of the things that our committee is looking at is employment, in particular Indigenous employment, as we look across Northern Australia. You mentioned there that $100 million was provided in 2016, if I can just go to the Outback Way. Is the Alice Springs Town Council involved with any of the construction side of it directly?

Councillor Ryan:  In the territory local governments do not get to work on national roads; we can only assist in direction or advocacy to the Northern Territory government. The Northern Territory government will be the proponent of the territory road structure. One of the ones that we have been pushing for in our involvement on the Outback Way is definitely the Docker River side at this stage because people purchase cars that would do pretty well in Alice Springs but they are destroyed on that road from the rock down. There was about a five and a half kilometre piece of bitumen laid in the last year around the airport restructure out there but in speaking to elected members on the MacDonnell Regional Council their desire really is to have that road sealed. That will help that community but it will also help tourism.

Senator McCARTHY:  In terms of the $100 million that you told us about, what part does Alice Springs Town Council play in that? Is there anything?

Councillor Ryan:  No, we will not get any of it but we have been involved. We have been working with Minister Chester and through his department. There are some commitments. It is an interesting road when the Queensland government and the Western Australian government look at it as to why should they spend money heading into a desert, where the Territory government sees it as a great connection between the two. It has been a really interesting collaborative over the time. We look at the dinosaurs in the Winton-Boulia area today. They are going to become a major attraction going forward. When the Indigenous National Gallery is here with what you have got in the west, you have got this terrific storyline that runs east to west across Australia that can be used.

Mr SNOWDON:  From memory most of the $100 million for the territory was earmarked for the Plenty.

Councillor Ryan:  There is a considerable amount for the Plenty. There have been some discussions recently between our Outback Way Council and the territory government. They had an interest in fixing the existing road. We fought very hard the fact that the commitment from the deputy prime minister was to build new roads, not to patch up other roads, so we are very strong on the fact that it needs to be new bitumen laid. I think we carried that through the federal government's department under Minister Chester.

Senator McCARTHY:  For the benefit of the committee can you outline the airline side of it? I know you had a bit of a chat there earlier on with regards to the airlines but what are the daily services?

Councillor Ryan:  Yes. We have a Darwin-Alice Springs-Darwin each day with QantasLink. It goes on to Perth and it goes back through to the top of Queensland. We also have Qantas that comes from Adelaide, Melbourne and Sydney. We have Brisbane here twice a week; I think it is only on the weekends. To go to Canberra for work you have to fly via Sydney or Melbourne. At one stage there were some direct flights between Canberra and Darwin but I think they have since finished.

Senator McCARTHY:  That was a trial for a little while.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Just on the employment side, what proportion of your economy would tourism contribute?

Councillor Ryan:  Tourism is possibly the largest person employer. Health and tourism are very big industries in Alice Springs. The numbers of people employed are rather large. At the moment we have around 12 per cent employment on our local council that are Aboriginal members of our community. To the south of us, the MacDonnell Regional Council, and to the north of us, the Central Desert Regional Council, have a way higher percentage of Aboriginal employment but in tourism employment I would defer to some of those behind me.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Are you aware of what the opportunities for employment are for Aboriginal people in the health sector?

Councillor Ryan:  That is a big commitment by the Department of Health going forward. We had health boards up until 30 June this year. The government has decided to change that now. I chaired the Central Australian Health Service for the last three years. From where we were to where we have got to in three years a lot more Aboriginal health workers have been employed because our footprint was from the border to Elliott, so rather a big footprint, about 1,700 full-time equivalent staff over that area. Our responsibilities were the Alice Springs Hospital, when I was on the chair, and the Tennant Creek Hospital. There are 183 beds here and 20 beds in Tennant Creek. Yes, there are lots of opportunities that have started to be recognised and more and more people are being employed as health workers, which our community used to have 20 years ago. We are heading back to that.

Ms O'TOOLE:  What would the opportunities be for young people, including Aboriginal young people, for apprenticeships or traineeships here?

Councillor Ryan:  The opportunities are very good. There is more and more work done on this. For argument's sake, nursing; Charles Darwin University does a lot in nursing in Central Australia. We have people from New South Wales and Victoria who partake in the Charles Darwin University project here. Flinders, in the clinician side, now have 'grow your own' doctors based out of Darwin. I think that is in their third year now. There are about 20 people at each intake. That is great for us going forward because local kids are doing that. I have a niece in that program. There are lots of opportunities at Charles Darwin University through their VET programs. It also goes back to some of the junior programs run in our town like Clontarf and Centralian Girls Academy. They are all making very good inroads in ensuring these young men and women have got transitional opportunities.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Could I ask also about the opportunity for older persons in aged care facilities? Do you believe they are adequate to support your mainstream community as well as your Aboriginal communities?

Councillor Ryan:  There is always room for improvement. We are working at the moment, as a community, with the territory government to look at a new retirement village here in Central Australia. In the last 10 years we have had more and more people who have retired here. Once upon a time people took their superannuation and left because their kids were on the coast or somewhere else. We have more and more that stay here now. Through the local government, through our council, we have more and more attendees at seniors events in our community so that, I think, is a bright spot for us.

Ms O'TOOLE:  That is good. Just finally, the grey nomad industry; how prevalent or important is that in your community and what impact does the road situation have on that?

Councillor Ryan:  The grey nomads are customers to this town. There is not a lot that stay here with work. They tend to head further north. Some of them are still not real keen on our cool mornings in the winter. The days are lovely but it can be cool in the morning. They are a very important part of our economy. That is why I have always believed in the Outback Way, that it gives them another route across Australia. Yes, they are important every year.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Thank you.

CHAIR:  Just going back to the Outback Way, of course there are a lot of small businesses that are dotted along the Outback Way and I am sure there are lots around here as well. As part of the Northern Australia white paper there is a Northern Australia Tourism Initiative that is available to small businesses with a turnover in excess of $750,000 a year. I am interested in what your views are in relation to opportunities to access that. There would be a lot of small businesses along the Outback Way that are relatively small, but nobody could argue that they are not sustainable. They have been around for a long time but as the bitumen rolls out and visitation starts to increase you would think that there is an opportunity to grow their businesses. I am just wondering how many of those you think would qualify to be able to get access to that program at a minimum of $750,000 a year?

Councillor Ryan:  It is an interesting equation. I think that there are possibilities in the Docker River region. They currently have an honesty park on the edge of the border between Western Australia and the Northern Territory but the vehicle numbers are not high because the road is pretty hard to travel.

CHAIR:  No. What I am saying is that to be able to apply for a funding opportunity to grow your business you have got to have an annual turnover of $750,000 a year. I am just wondering: in your experience, would a lot of people be disqualified because they would not be able to reach that criterion?

Councillor Ryan:  In outback Australia, yes, but, given the opportunity, they will be able to grow to those numbers.

CHAIR:  Of course, that is the whole point, but a lot would be excluded because of that entry criterion.

Councillor Ryan:  Yes, certainly.

CHAIR:  That is the evidence that we have heard all the way through here and when you have a program that is not really being subscribed to you need to ask the question why people are not able to access that. I think the people that need it the most, that are going to get the best benefit out of it, are excluded because they do not meet the criterion. It does not mean to say that they are not sustainable because they have been there for donkey's years. They made a wage and a living and they have been able to sustain that. I was just interested in your view.

I am also interested in what you see as impediments to diversification of tourism products in this region, to be able to increase and diversify. Tourism is a very important part. Other than the airlines which we have fairly and squarely on the radar, is there anything else there that you feel is an impediment to increasing, expanding and diversifying your industry?

Councillor Ryan:  No, I do not have a strong view on that. Just to understand, we do not run tourism; that is done by another area. As a community we run an immense amount of events. We are building our economy on events. Events need people and the more of those events we keep promoting as a local government leads to those other things that we spoke about.

CHAIR:  So you are looking at increasing events?

Councillor Ryan:  We are always on the grow. We have the iconic Henley on Todd and the Bangtail Muster. They have 50 years under the belt. We recently had the Finke Desert Race where we had 7,000 people visit our community and the economic study showed $6 million into the town in a week. That has got 40 years. We have the Parrtjima Light Festival that is in its second year. We have got the Red Centre. We are forever reinventing events. Events are a very important part. There was even the quirky Beanie Festival recently. It is in its 21st year. Now, I am not sure how many people would be game enough to build a festival around a woollen cap that you put on your head, but it is an amazing event.

CHAIR:  Can I say to you last night I saw a couple of very good examples when we went for a walk. Both of them are on my left. I think they were very interesting to see. I think you have two willing participants there.

Senator DODSON:  Can I ask one question?

CHAIR:  Yes.

Senator DODSON:  Just in relation to that, how is your infrastructure? Is it capable of meeting these sorts of throughputs of population and those maximum numbers when you get them? Will it be sufficient for say the next 15 or 20 years?

Councillor Ryan:  We are short on hotel rooms going forward. We have always done pretty well with our other infrastructure if you look across our town. Today we host AFL premiership games and NRL games. We have big sporting bodies come here. We have big motorsports.

Senator DODSON:  I am thinking more of your sewerage, water, power, electricity and those things.

Councillor Ryan:  That is forever a moving feast. There is discussion around what capacity is left from this side of the range but there has also been development in housing. There is the new Kilgariff Estate to the southern part which is not an impediment to connect back to sewerage, so those are always being worked on.

Our next big infrastructure requirement in Central Australia is to understand our vulnerability to flooding. We are only one rainstorm away from an incident like Katherine. We have been lucky to date but we really need to waterproof the town. There has been a lot of discussion. There was a paper put together a year or so ago and it clearly needs the geographical understanding of the water flow from the north and working with local people—not the dam structure discussion that happened 25 years ago—working towards water retention basins so we can slow down the flow through here. We need to lower the causeways through the town because they have built up and the widening of the gap, which is a very emotive issue. All I ever talk about is the 34 metres of dirt we have put into the gap since I was a kid to hold up the railway line and the highway. I think we need to build that back in a bit. That is the major infrastructure that I see going forward.

Senator DODSON:  Thank you.

Mr SNOWDON:  What about telecommunications?

Councillor Ryan:  We are in the process of rolling out NBN but I would not be able to tell you exactly where that is at.

Mr SNOWDON:  I can tell you it is not really efficient. What about outside of the environment of Alice Springs? What about mobile coverage, for example?

Councillor Ryan:  It is pretty poor. People experience that with disasters. The reality is that there is some work being done between the territory government and about 30 communities and Telstra going forward, but there needs to be a lot more work done in that. I think the people from the high population areas in Australia or in the rest of the world expect to be able to use a phone on whatever road they are on, and that will require a lot of infrastructure.

Mr SNOWDON:  That is absolutely correct. You have mentioned the solar city issue. What about the potential for growth in ecotourism for this part of the country? You have got the West Macs and the Larapinta Trail. What about the additional possibilities of ecotourism?

Councillor Ryan:  I think they are endless but, again, I will leave it to the tourism experts behind me.

Mr SNOWDON:  You mentioned the hotels. What about restaurants? People come to town and they want to have a good feed. What is your view about the mall and the infrastructure that is in place? Are people attracted to it when they come in? What is the feedback from tourists when they visit the town and the amenity of it?

Councillor Ryan:  We need more eating houses but we need to revitalise the CBD. One of those really is the discussion around the new art gallery, but there is also a commitment from the territory government. I think that there are some fantastic opportunities coming up in the CBD and we need to realise those. We have a lot of repeat visitors today who make comment on the cleanliness of the town now. As a local authority we forced the hand of the territory government to create container deposit legislation. We are only 35 years behind South Australia. One issue that we had a lot of here years ago was empty drink containers. That has been sorted. We are getting that side correct but we now need to get our vibrancy back into the CBD.

Mr SNOWDON:  What about the international reputation of Alice Springs as a destination? We have heard previously that we are getting the bum rap for particular events. What is your understanding of what the international community, and indeed the national community, think of Alice Springs as a destination?

Councillor Ryan:  With today's media we as a community need to continually point out the interesting facets of our town. Yes, we will be targeted. The most recent example was by a lazy journalist who looked up a two-year-old story and ran with it, which caused a lot of grief for the town. But the way social media is used today, with the marketing of #RedCentreNT or #Alice Springs or #NTAustralia, that is hugely important for us and more and more of the community use that. That is the only way you can build up that confidence back in your own community. That is what I believe.

Mr SNOWDON:  Thank you.

CHAIR:  Thank you very much indeed. Can I say, as far as eating houses are concerned, Krispy Kiwi across the road, I recommend it for their fish and their deep-fried bread rolls. They were good enough to eat and they will come across and deliver it here without even my asking for it, so you have got some good ones here.

Councillor Ryan:  Thank you. I am wondering whether they will put your name up on the board as endorsed by.

CHAIR:  Absolutely. Thank you very much indeed.

Councillor Ryan:  Can I leave you with a copy of the Outback Way?

CHAIR:  Yes, please.

Councillor Ryan:  Thank you very much for the opportunity.




SCHWER, Mr Stephen, Chief Executive Officer, Tourism Central Australia

[13:44]

CHAIR:  These hearings are a formal proceeding of the parliament and the giving of false or misleading evidence is a serious matter that may be regarded as a contempt of the parliament. As I indicated, the proceedings are being recorded by Hansard and attract parliamentary privilege. I am going to invite you to make a brief opening statement. There are some questions that your local member is going to fire off to you that you might have some answers to, so please go ahead.

Mr Schwer:  Thank you very much for coming to Alice Springs. I really appreciate it. A lot of what you would have seen in my submission and a lot of what I have to talk about this morning is probably groundhog day for you because you will have heard it from a number of other sources; indeed, I am going to touch on some of the things that the mayor just touched on because they are very important issues. The sealing of the Outback Way is a big one as well as the airlines and airline routes. I suppose when I am talking about those two items I am really talking about access—access, access, access. Any regional area that I have ever worked in, in tourism, the greater the access the more visitor numbers that will come in, so that access is very, very important.

One of the benefits of this region and of the Northern Territory and Northern Australia in general is that people see it as the real Australia. There is an emotional connection that people have, even if they have not been to this area, so because of that people want to come here. Cost of access and ability to access then become the key issue. Obviously the access is big but it is not just the road and air access; it is also access to telecommunications. As the mayor just mentioned, it is simply an expectation these days that people have the ability to make a phone call, access their social media accounts, access their emails if they are travelling for work, access any data that they need and access any mobile reception along their trip. Unfortunately we are at a disadvantage when it comes to that access and—not for a lot, if you look at some of the TripAdvisor reviews and those kinds of things—people get quite frustrated with the lack of ability to connect when they come to this area. There is a project that has been rolled out by the Northern Territory government, which is a fantastic one. That is having wi-fi spots in some high traffic areas, which has shown some incredible usage. That is the kind of thing that I would love to see continue to be rolled out in more and more sites across the area.

Mr SNOWDON:  Can you just expand on that and give us some examples please?

Mr Schwer:  Sites, for example, such as Karlu Karlu, Kings Canyon and in Watarrka National Park have some wi-fi hotspots where people are able to sit down, share what they have been doing, catch up on some emails and things like that from home, but obviously from a tourism point of view it is really good marketing value for us. They are able to share their images and promote what they have just seen and what they have just experienced. That is wonderful and more of those sites would be really handy because people really love using them.

Mr SNOWDON:  Do you know what technology they are using?

Mr Schwer:  I think that is on Sky Muster. It is about to be on Sky Muster, so satellite technology.

Mr SNOWDON:  And there are Telstra hotspots or telephone hotspots which have been put in place?

Mr Schwer:  There are some and some Optus sites as well.

Mr SNOWDON:  But this is technology which has been developed by the Centre of Appropriate Technology.

Mr Schwer:  Yes. Those dishes are also another good one, especially in emergency situations. Those are very good sites on roadside rest areas and those kinds of places where you can put your phone where the dish is focused and get a couple of bars. That is really a great one as well.

Mr SNOWDON:  How widely are they spread out?

Mr Schwer:  It is about every 300 kilometres or so. The CAT ones are a fairly focused area in and around Alice Springs and further south and north along the Stuart Highway, but the wi-fi hotspots are throughout the territory.

Mr SNOWDON:  Keep going. I am sorry; I did not mean to interrupt.

Mr Schwer:  The other thing that I have to mention is the 300 gig download allowance that businesses have from Sky Muster. That is a bit of a restriction on business. If you think about a lot of the properties that are opening up in agritourism initiatives—they might have a mixture of cattle, some kind of farming or agriculture enterprise as well as tourism coming into their site—to run that business, both the agricultural side and the tourism side, to provide their staff with access to data and to provide the travellers coming to their site with access to data, 300 gig is chewed up in no time at all. When you are only on 300 gig a month, when Sky Muster I and II are fully online, it is still not enough for people to be able to access, especially when they are running multiple businesses from one site. You might even have a roadhouse attached to that which adds a whole new range of complexities if you are running a point-of-sale system, your booking system and all sorts of things. If you are running your books, plus all your staff, plus the travellers, 300 gig needs to be looked at. One of the other issues—

Mr SNOWDON:  What is a figure?

Mr Schwer:  I would love to say unlimited. I know that is impossible but more is always better and more and more and more because, let us face it, there will be no time when data usage is going to shrink. It is just going to get biggeetter so more is more is more. I would love to say a doubling of that would be great but there are still a few businesses that I work with where that would not even come close. Doubling would at least relieve some of the restrictions that they have.

Visas and taxation—once again, you have probably heard this a fair bit. One of the areas where we are seeing a decline in visitation is the international youth market. Now, we rely on international youth for both income through tourism receipts in the region but also as staff, so it is a bit of a double whammy when we have restrictions—which is effectively what visas are—being placed on people's ability to work and travel through remote Australia. Now, I understand that that policy is not going to change, from my conversations with a number of ministers; however, if that is the case what we need to do is, therefore, introduce, revamp or expand existing employment and training initiatives so that we can train up for the future the people that we need. So, for example, Indigenous workforce participation; I would love to see a stronger Indigenous workforce in and around Alice Springs. There are some really interesting things happening down at the rock and I would love to see those kinds of programs roll out through Alice Springs and other parts throughout Northern Australia. They are seeing some success down there.

I think what needs to be recognised from that is it is a long-term commitment. It is not an overnight solution; it is not a political cycle solution; it is a 10- to 20-year commitment to really make a big difference. Given what has happened down at the rock you can start to see the results and what that commitment can produce, so I would love to see those kinds of programs opened up into Alice Springs for local businesses to access as well and we, as a regional tourism organisation, would always be interested in helping that along.

The final thing I wanted to mention was the National Indigenous Cultural Centre and the National Indigenous Art Gallery. It is a game changer. It is an absolute game changer. It must happen. I would love to see some federal money put towards that and I am sure the Northern Territory government will be approaching the federal government at some point, if they have not already. That is a project that is not just a game changer for Alice Springs; this is a game changer for all of Northern Australia. There will be significant interest in this gallery once it is developed and I believe that will bring in a lot of cultural travellers from outback Queensland, outback Western Australia and up and through outback New South Wales as well. It will pull those people. So, I think that one is a massive game changer for this region and I really want to see it happen.

CHAIR:  How far have you progressed on that?

Mr Schwer:  I would not say that I have progressed. Unfortunately our organisation has not been given the opportunity to be on the steering committee, which is something that we are still in discussion with the Northern Territory government about; however, I believe that they are looking at sites. I am only privy to what the media releases have been from the Northern Territory government.

CHAIR:  There have been a number of interests expressed to us and very conflicting views as to where a national museum or centre should be located. Of course you are certainly a contender here but there have been a number of others right across, including places like Canberra.

Mr Schwer:  That is the thing. Canberra and Sydney, over the years, have always had their hands up. My argument against that, having worked in regional tourism for a number of years, is simply dispersal. If we are looking for greater dispersal around Australia we need to have greater attractions around remote and regional Australia. I think the MONA effect is a good example of how that can work, where a very generous, shall we say, philanthropic character has built a museum at his own expense but because of that the whole of the Tasmanian tourism economy has completely shifted in a very positive way. Another example of that you can see in the Australian Age of Dinosaurs at Winton. Some of these types of game-changing projects have the ability to disperse people further and I think that is what we need across Australia.

CHAIR:  I asked that question because I know Tjapukai. That is one that has been talked about for a long time and then there is an argument that the rainforest and the reef does not represent the desert. I agree with you. I think that something has to happen and I would suggest that there would be arguments up into Western Australia as to where it should happen as well, but it would be nice to get a consensus, or whether you have several arms of it that represent different geographical regions.

Mr Schwer:  Absolutely. There is the opportunity to link those kinds of developments throughout; however, if we are talking about something that has the ability to capture the imagination of travellers—because remember that a lot of tourism is about perception and marketing feeding into that perception—if you are wanting to capture the imagination of travellers, Alice Springs is one of the places that definitely does that.

CHAIR:  I know but I just know from my own personal experience that there has been a fair bit of—

Mr SNOWDON:  I think the difference here is that there is $100 million on the table.

Mr Schwer:  Yes. Cash on the table always helps. I am more than happy to answer any questions.

Senator DODSON:  What percentage or numbers of the tourism operators are Indigenous?

Mr Schwer:  In this region, I must admit, without knowing the exact numbers of what you would identify as tourism operators, because it depends; some people will classify retail in or out, food and beverage in or out and so on. I would not know the exact percentage. I would have to take that on notice. However, we have quite a number, but it is always an area of improvement. That is something that I would like to see grow.

Senator DODSON:  What is being done to improve it?

Mr Schwer:  You might want to also pose that question to the Northern Territory government because they have an Aboriginal Ttourism Aadvisory Ccommittee that works with Tourism Northern Territory to develop those kinds of initiatives. The Department of Business also has a number of initiatives to work with Indigenous operators. From my organisation's perspective, which is an industry body and a marketing body, we work with them on a whole range of different things. It might be upskilling in digital areas, so helping them with their digital capacity. It might be with connecting them to market, so giving them assistance with their bookability or various parts of their business that they can market more. It also includes some business planning and marketing planning.

Senator DODSON:  Do you have numbers around that in terms of the Indigenous operators?

Mr Schwer:  No, I do not specifically. As I said, that would be one I would have to take on notice. I could provide that but I just do not have it with me at the moment.

Senator DODSON:  We heard the other day that there is a fairly large transport company that has no Indigenous drivers. It is a fairly large company and yet they have an explanatory commentary by the drivers on the Aboriginal spirituality or the cultural landscape. I am just wondering if part of the aspiration is to encounter Indigenous culture and practice, with very few Indigenous people in the industry. How is this projected?

Mr Schwer:  I must admit that I would not say 'very few' because there are quite a number of Indigenous operators in the region. One of the ways of countering that is, for example, down at Kata Tjuta National Park. There is specific accreditation that every single tour guide must undertake before they are allowed to take people on country and that is in consultation with the Anangu. They are the ones who advise the training organisation on elements of their culture that are allowed to be interpreted versus those that are not and the ones that need to be kept quiet by tour guides. That is actually accreditation that people must have when they go on country there. 

It is difficult from a tour operator point of view with that kind of set-up because there is quite a high turnover of tour guides, so that is quite a significant cost for the tour operators but they do wear that down there because they understand the importance of it and the sensitivities around it. So there are ways of accessing training. We also have some organisations around Alice Springs that offer cultural awareness training and a lot of those people give it to tourism industry organisations. That is another way of circumventing that.

You are right. The best way is to have employees. It depends on the organisation and what they are looking for. It is really around skills and experience. It is finding people with skills and experience. That is why, for example, my organisation has an Indigenous trainee position that unfortunately is unfilled at the moment and has been unfilled for the last three months because we just cannot find anyone at the moment. Unfortunately that is a position that in the last 12 months has turned over three times. So we are certainly trying to do that ourselves as a leader for industry but we have found difficulty in that area. I am sure that there are other businesses who do as well, but it all comes back to that ability to provide skills and training.

Senator DODSON:  Whose responsibility is that? Is it a shared responsibility between industry and government?

Mr Schwer:  I think it is a shared responsibility. I really do. We, as an industry, need to have these kinds of positions available and look at training as well as the funding of that training being able to come through. Obviously education and vocational education and training come under government responsibility, both state and federal, in terms of funding from federal to administration by state and territories. So I would like to see those kinds of programs expanded because, as I said, if you have a look at the programs which are going down at the rock, which have been committed to for a long time, there are some really good outcomes happening down there and I would like to see that happening around Alice Springs as well.

Senator DODSON:  Our focus is on Northern Australia and this is part of it. There are a lot of other Indigenous groups around apart from those at Uluru-Kata Tjuta and whether the government is doing enough to help sustain this or promote it or to increase the opportunities is what we are really interested in.

Mr Schwer:  Certainly. If you are talking about the federal government, the Indigenous Tourism Champions program used to be funded but when Tourism Australia was directed by the federal government to move out of all infrastructure product and experience development and remove all domestic responsibilities and only focus on international marketing that program was dropped. The National Landscapes program was another program that Tourism Australia had responsibility for and we were getting some excellent Indigenous experience development out of that program. It was dropped. If you are talking about that kind of development, those two programs did more, in my experience, for Indigenous tourism development than I have ever seen, but unfortunately priorities shifted.	Comment by Stephen Schwer: Check this please – I thought I said Indigenous Tourism Champions but may not have. Thanks!

Senator DODSON:  It is good for us to know that because I think we have heard similar comments in relation to that. Thank you.

Senator McCARTHY:  I have just been looking through your strategic plan as well and, having been down at Yulara just recently, you focus there as well on increasing red centre information at Yulara. Can you share with the committee what your concerns are there?

Mr Schwer:  Yes. In terms of domestic visitation, for people who come into Alice Springs first they have a 70 per cent likelihood of further dispersal throughout the Northern Territory. For those who start off with the Yulara area first they have a 54 per cent chance of dispersal around the region. So, when you look at those figures we know that there is a significant interest obviously in the Yulara area with the cultural and environmental beauty and richness of that area, but the problem is people who are going to that area are not dispersing as far as they would if they came into somewhere like Alice Springs.

Senator McCARTHY:  Is it a lack of information?

Mr Schwer:  Exactly right. We have an excellent organisation in Voyages; however, of course they are operating as their own organisation and have a monopoly on the area and, because of that, they are obviously wanting to keep people doing their activities. Now, as a region wide organisation I would like to see further dispersal. I think one of the solutions to that is a visitor information centre at Yulara.

Senator McCARTHY:  Are they open to that?

Mr Schwer:  We have been in discussion for a while. The discussions are continuing. There is the potential to maybe open it at a Parks Australia site, so the federal government, and looking at the cultural centre.

Senator McCARTHY:  What is the blockage?

Mr Schwer:  I would not say there is a blockage. Well, actually, there is a blockage and that is funding. Visitor information centres cost money, but apart from that—

Senator McCARTHY:  How much do they cost?

Mr Schwer:  With the first figure that we did we looked at about half a million a year. The second figure that we did was in the order of $300,000 to $350,000 a year. We are now looking at an unstaffed solution to at least get something down there and open with posters, TV screens, touch screens and things like that. We are looking at a hotline through to our information centre here that people can just pick up, like you would a taxi at a hotel, and get direct access to a voice on the other end of the line.

Senator McCARTHY:  How much would that cost?

Mr Schwer:  I am just doing those figures at the moment. I do not have those as yet. I am going through that at the moment because this is the third iteration.

Senator McCARTHY:  In just looking at your strengths and weaknesses in your report, and just going back to Senator Dodson's questions there in relation to Indigenous employment, your report outlines the fact that the lack of Indigenous employment is a weakness.

Mr Schwer:  Yes. We always want to see it grow.

Senator McCARTHY:  If it is in your strategic plan what is your strategy to improve that employment and also, at the same time, understand why it is? You were saying there that you were not getting a trainee and you have had massive turnovers, by the sounds of it. What are you doing to understand the reasons for those exits?

Mr Schwer:  There are a few questions there. The first one with what we are doing to try and address that as a weakness, both us, as an organisation, and as a region. One is turning up to things like this, talking about it and putting it on the table as an issue. I have had a number of chats with Voyages, because of the program that they do, working out how it can be adapted to other areas because I think that is a really interesting model with their partnership between a private enterprise, government and a training organisation really getting some good Indigenous workforce participation outcomes down there. I would like to see that kind of thing roll out.

Another thing that we do is work with a lot of the training organisations in the area and go and present. I often present at their Indigenous training sessions, for example, Karen Sheldon Training is a good example of that in town, where a number of people from industry go and present, talk about the opportunities and the kinds of skills, experience and attributes required to work in the tourism industry. As an organisation, obviously we have this Indigenous trainee position. 

I am currently working on a reconciliation action plan within the organisation to look at some of these issues as well. I would not say that we are as far advanced as I would like to be in that but we are on that path. Those are a few ideas, regionally and as an organisation, of what we are trying to do.

Senator McCARTHY:  Yesterday, when I asked the same question of Voyages and others, in terms of understanding why you are not able to employ Indigenous people and why they leave, they were able to provide information to our committee about a number of reasons why people leave and one of those was people preferred to be closer to home. Do you do any kind of exit poll that gives you an indication as to why you are unable to maintain Indigenous employees?

Mr Schwer:  Yes, we do. I am reticent to talk about it is because everyone knows our organisation and so, therefore, everyone knows the Indigenous trainees that we have had at our organisation.

Senator McCARTHY:  Is it only trainees that you have had? Have you had any staff?

Mr Schwer:  We have had other staff as well; in fact, our most recent departure was headhunted by a college down the road, so good on him. More money and more responsibility, so I wished him well and off he went.

Senator McCARTHY:  There is one answer to the exit poll, that he got a better job.

Mr Schwer:  That is the thing. I thought that was a really great outcome. I do not mind people moving on to better roles. Unfortunately—and I will speak in general terms, as I said, because a lot of people know the trainees that we have had—we have had the issue of humbugging and people not earning enough to satisfy the needs of their family. That has been quite a significant issue. Another one is population movement, so people who have connections to a number of different areas, moving between a number of different areas constantly and so not being able to get consistency of service out of that person in one organisation.

Senator McCARTHY:  Thank you.

CHAIR:  Ms O'Toole.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Just on that point that Senator McCarthy was talking about, do you meet with local people in the community, apart from just your employees, because employees come from a community base and if people are not moving into your industry or you are having difficulty attracting them do you have access to just talk generally with a group of local people?

Mr Schwer:  Absolutely. I have only been in this region for 18 months. That is one thing, I think, that the Red Centre does better than any other region I have lived in, and that is people are always open to those conversations. It has been one of the really exciting things that my wife and I have enjoyed about moving here. So, yes, most definitely. If I take off my TCA CEO hat and put on my general community member hat, through my wife's work at congress here in town, the access that that gives us to a lot of different committees, through our kids' school, the Steiner School on the south side of town, and the access that that gives us to a lot of different groups of people, and community people through the kids' sport and everything like that. Everyone knows everyone in this town and that is one of the great positives, so, yes, most definitely.

Ms O'TOOLE:  You said that the National Indigenous Cultural and Arts Gallery precinct would be a game changer, which I am absolutely sure it would be for your community. I am just curious to know how that would be a game changer for your local artists, and I mean the Aboriginal artists. A couple of years ago I came here. I went to a gallery and saw a video of product being taken out to communities and then, 'This is what we want painted', and then being collected back. It concerned me a little to see in the video that those communities were not travelling so well. Will there be opportunity or how do you propose to create opportunity for those local artists to possibly build their own businesses, whether individuals or community, so that they are getting fair prices for their work?

Mr Schwer:  Absolutely. One of the things that we do as an organisation is we work with the Indigenous Art Code. We actually hosted them recently, in October of last year when they came up with the ACCC, to record basically some little clips, recorded through CAAMA in town here, to help artists understand the questions that they need to ask of buyers, how to retain their IP on those artworks and all of those kinds of things. This series of clips was put together by CAAMA and we worked with the Indigenous Art Code on some of that. We also worked with the Indigenous Art Code in promoting it to our members. 

We have an art trail guide, an app for the region. It gives people the ability to access different art galleries around different communities. Anyone who is a signatory to the Indigenous Art Code we make sure we highlight in that guide and on that app so that we can educate customers and educate the travellers on the kinds of questions that they need to be asking as well.

I think when it comes to the art gallery and the cultural centre there are a couple of ways that it will help. One of them is esoteric but it is actually the way that I think it will help the most and that is awareness, drawing attention to the shifts in contemporary Indigenous art. A lot of people are familiar with the dot painting. Some of the contemporary works that are coming out are mind-blowing and I think it will assist in helping people become aware of that, not just as an art movement, but the evolution of that movement. So I think awareness, whilst that is one that you cannot measure all that well, that is actually one of the big ways it can help because that creates a demand for that product.

Another way is, I think, validation and people appreciating that movement. That also opens up the opportunity for more people to be inspired to get into art.

 From a commercial point of view, one of the things that we would like to see is to make sure that the cultural centre and art gallery are not competing with local businesses but enhancing them, so directing them out. One of the things that we put in our position paper about the art gallery is that we would like to see the visitor information centre co-located on site. One of the reasons we want to see that is so that we can use the art gallery as a feeder for businesses all around. So, 'You've seen this. Now, get down and dirty with the real thing and really sink your teeth into this territory and the culture that it provides.' There is some amazing stuff out there; starting to push people out, using that gallery as an inspiration, once again, to increase dispersal.

Ms O'TOOLE:  One of the factors, from what I saw and read about, was the work that was coming out of some of the quite isolated communities was magnificent and most likely those people would be illiterate, so when you talk about how you are going to support people in a commercial space how will you manage where people have absolutely the capacity to develop beautiful work but assist them where they may not have fundamental literacy or business literacy as well?

Mr Schwer:  That is probably not something that my organisation would do directly. We would assist but certainly Desart or an organisation like that would be the best way to organise it. It would more be assisting Desart to provide that rather than us doing it ourselves. They would be the best placed.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Thank you. 

Mr SNOWDON:  I just make an observation that most of these larger communities have highly credible art organisations which buy the art and give people a proper return on their investment, so that is not an issue. The issue here is shonky exploiters, of which there are a number, but they are not the major art dealers; they are fly-by-nighters, shonky practices, who basically enslave people on the basis of using credit. There are miserable people in all societies and there are some from here. There are not very many of them, thank God, but there are.

Mr Schwer:  Unfortunately you are right and that is why I think the Indigenous Art Code is the perfect way of being able to circumvent that, educating travellers as to the importance of using people who are signatories to that.

Mr SNOWDON:  Of course the other thing is that the art centre, itself, will not just be a place for securing local art; it will be talking about art from across the country, so it is about national art. The art industry here believes that a national gallery here would be of great use to the local art industry as a way of attracting people to buying art and locating local art, so I do not think that is an issue.

What are the visitation numbers into Central Australia? We know roughly 350,000 go to Uluru. What do we get into Alice Springs?

Mr Schwer:  I am going to leave an updated version with my submission. We had last year's version of our infographic. I will leave that with you for this one. On this particular document I went for the employment side. I will caveat it with I can provide the exact numbers. I do not have them with me at the moment but it is somewhere in the order of 400,000 to 500,000. I can provide the exact number of overnight visitation. Day trippers would increase and, of course, day tripping is a bit of a hard thing in remote areas. It is around about 400,000 to half a million, but I will get the exact figure to you.

In terms of expenditure, it is just under a billion at the moment. This is in the Red Centre, so Elliott, Newcastle Waters, down to the South Australian border and everything in between.

Mr SNOWDON:  Including Uluru?

Mr Schwer:  Including Uluru, yes. We have about an 11 to 12 per cent share of employment across the territory with about 15 and a half thousand people directly and indirectly employed, so what it actually makes us, in terms of employment, is the third highest private enterprise. Construction is the highest and then retail and, of course, retail in the Northern Territory is synonymous with tourism anyway. Even a local supermarket with the amount of caravaners and RVs that we get through, so you could kind of say that we are the second highest but legitimately, as its own standalone industry, retail is the second highest private employer and then tourism.

Mr SNOWDON:  What I am trying to get a picture of is the different market segments that you have, leaving aside Uluru. We know roughly who goes to Uluru, about 50 per cent international and 50 per cent national. What do we get here?

Mr Schwer:  A lot more domestic than international; once again, the breakdown I would have to get to you but I think it is in the order of around about 65-35.

Mr SNOWDON:  What proportion of those would be the grey nomad types? What does the demographic look like?

Mr Schwer:  This is one of the issues with the domestic visitor survey, the national visitor survey and the international visitor survey. When you are starting to break down to those kinds of numbers the figures become unpublishable because the sample size is just not big enough. One of the projects that Tourism Research Australia is undertaking at the moment is roundtables on what data people need. That is the kind of data that I am after. I would love to see provision of data on real time generic credit card data, obviously not individual, but that kind of big data that we can use to get our finger on the pulse of what is going on right now—reward card data and all of that kind of thing—because with those kinds of questions you are now starting to talk about a slice out of a slice out a slice and the sample size is probably so small that we just would not be able to rely on it.

Mr SNOWDON:  We have mentioned road transport. We have mentioned airlines. What about rail? What is the impact of The Ghan on tourism in Central Australia?

Mr Schwer:  The Ghan is fantastic. If you look at their data at the moment they are getting some really good figures through. Pretty much every train is full at the moment. The loss of the sit-up seats was difficult. It is difficult simply because of the access for everyone to be able to travel, because it was a lower cost option. Obviously the only options that are available now are quite high cost, which is great because we get very high yielding visitors out of that, but I like to think of every destination being able to be accessed by everyone. We lost access to a smaller end of the market; however, they obviously will take coach travel. We are well serviced by coach with Greyhound. Yes, that was difficult because, once again, it is one of those emotional things. People love the idea of that pioneering train trip into Central Australia. That was a real attraction for people to be able to afford that whereas we did lose the sit-up seats and that reduced the numbers.

Mr SNOWDON:  Do you have any data on people who break their journey on The Ghan? Do they come in one week and leave the following week?

Mr Schwer:  I do not. Great Southern Rail may choose to provide that data to you.  They may not. My feeling would be the latter because they keep that data very close to their chest. We could do a few spot surveys and try to find it out, but I do not have a handle on that.

Mr SNOWDON:  So if you were trying to sell Central Australian tourism to the broader community elsewhere in Australia what are the key elements of a sales pitch?

Mr Schwer:  It is an emotional one.

[bookmark: _GoBack] I will leave that to one side for the moment. We are about to embark on our third iteration of our Red Centre Adventurers campaign where we are pitching the Red Centre as the adventure capital of Australia. We think that we are going to be able to capture that quite well. It is the niche adventuring market, a lot of soft adventure, environmental nature based adventure, as well as adrenalin adventure. If you think of the Larapinta Trail, the mountain biking trails, skydiving, scenic flights, four-wheel driving and all of those kinds of things. That is one area that we are pitching because we think it will pique the interest of not just the niche adventure traveller but people who are looking for that active type of holiday.

If we remove that, there is the spiritual home of Australia. There is still that feeling that people have, even if they have not been here, that this is the real Australia, so that is something that we can continue to trade on because it still inspires people. That is a lot of the inquiries that we get through the information centre. They are those kinds of inquiries, 'I have never seen the country that Albert Namatjira painted. I've never seen Uluru before. I want to go and I want to see what they saw. I want to see what has been painted.' It is a real emotional and psychological pull that way and that is something that we can continue to trade off.

Mr SNOWDON:  Thank you.

CHAIR:  Just one final one, and, again, I ask the question in relation to the Northern Australian tourism initiative and the $750,000 incentive. How accessible will that make it to many of your tourism members in this region?

Mr Schwer:  I have watched that Austrade program. I think I was running Mackay Tourism when it first came out and that was when it was under the $1 million mark.

CHAIR:  This is the new one. This is the Northern Australia initiative.

Mr Schwer:  It is the same thing rebadged. With that particular project the threshold for turnover is too high. Now, once upon a time, under the $1 million one we were all able to pull together a number of organisations to reach the minimum threshold. One of the issues that I have had with the $750,000 is that I would like to auspice it on behalf of a number of smaller businesses who are members of mine. One of the lines that we went down is, 'We can meet that threshold. How about we auspice it and, therefore, then are able to provide some more services to the businesses that we work with?', and unfortunately that was not allowed because we, as an incorporated association, were not allowed to apply for it and industry associations are not allowed to apply for it.

It is problematic. We have tried it a couple of times in the area. There are a couple of businesses that I know of that are using it and using it successfully, but most businesses that I work with are not able to access it.

CHAIR:  Thank you very much indeed. We will wind up there because we are running way behind here now, but we appreciate the information that you have provided.

Mr Schwer:  Thank you. I will leave these here for you.

CHAIR:  If there is anything else that you feel would be relevant please forward it to the secretariat by 10 August.

Mr Schwer:  I will. I will have a read of the Hansard. I will go over the things that I said that I would provide and I will provide those through before then. Thank you.

CHAIR:  Thank you. 




KNEEBONE, Mr Jonathan, Manager, Investor Relations, Indigenous Business Australia

[14:29]

CHAIR:  These hearings are formal proceedings of the parliament and as such the giving of false or misleading information is a serious matter and may be treated as a contempt of the parliament. As I indicated, the proceedings are recorded by Hansard and attract parliamentary privilege. I invite you to make a brief opening statement and then we can follow on with some questions.

Mr Kneebone:  Thank you. I would like to begin by acknowledging the traditional owners of the land on which we meet, the Arrernte people, and pay my respects to elders past and present. IBA welcomes the opportunity to provide input into this inquiry. IBA is a commercially focused statutory authority with a majority Indigenous board with a unique and important role to play in Indigenous economic development.

IBA's vision is for a nation in which First Australians are economically independent and an integral part of the economy. In striving for this vision IBA aims to achieve outcomes by promoting commercial enterprises, facilitating asset acquisitions and providing home and business loans. For over two decades IBA has participated actively in the tourism sector, through its direct investments in small business and support programs. We continue to see tourism, particularly in Northern Australia, as a key industry through which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and entrepreneurs can pursue economic development and business opportunities.

Tourism and hospitality is a key sector of the Australian economy and stands to benefit from Australia's strong economic position, unique natural and cultural wealth and its image as a safe and hospitable place to visit. Tourism provides strong economic benefits for Indigenous Australians. It is labour intensive. It creates opportunities for employment and training and enables Indigenous employees with opportunities to connect to and promote their culture.

IBA has a tourism strategy through which it is committed to continue to invest in the sector and to work alongside Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations to identify new investment opportunities. We regularly undertake due diligence on possible investment opportunities and look for assets that can generate commercial returns, as well as Indigenous employment, training and supply chain outcomes. Through our direct investments portfolio IBA holds interests in a number of tourism assets with Indigenous investors, including in Darwin, Kakadu, the Kimberley, Cairns, Flinders Ranges and South East Queensland. Almost all of our tourism investments are co-owned with local Aboriginal groups to whom we seek to divest our interests progressively over time. For example, IBA recently completed the divestment of Cicada Lodge, our luxury lodge on Katherine Gorge, to our co-investor, Nitmiluk Tours, as an asset that IBA and Nitmiluk developed as a greenfields projects in 2013.

IBA's tourism investment portfolio currently supports 136 Indigenous jobs. We have invested significant efforts into increasing employment outcomes which has seen Indigenous employment rise at a number of assets. For example, since acquiring Wilpena Pound Resort together with the Adnyamathanha traditional owners in 2012, local Aboriginal employment has increased from zero to over 60 per cent at peak times. This is the product of significant effort and engagement with local stakeholders, management of the business and, of course, the local Indigenous community.

In addition to opportunities provided to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations to invest in tourism assets through its direct investments portfolio IBA also works with and provides specific and targeted support to a number of small Indigenous tourism businesses through its business development and assistance program, including throughout the Northern Territory, Queensland and Western Australia. In 2016-17 we provided business support to over 1,000 Indigenous entrepreneurs and business owners, including several hundred in Northern Australia. We have also committed over $1 million in funds per annum to small business sector development, with tourism being a key area of focus.

IBA's business development and assistance program has been revitalised over the past 12 months and now offers a wider range of finance products and business support tailored to suit the needs of our customers according to where they are in their business journey.

Some new initiatives launched in 2017 include more tailored business mentoring and workshops, many of which are delivered in remote and regional areas, a start-up package for early stage businesses, cash flow finance and an accelerated program offered with Investible, a leading private sector incubator for entrepreneurs seeking to build new businesses. In its first cohort our new accelerator program attracted several entrepreneurs from across regional and remote Australia, including tourism and related businesses who received support to formulate their idea and to pitch to corporate and private investors. IBA is excited about the future potential of such initiatives as we continue to reshape and deliver small business support through our business development and assistance program which is funded under a contract with the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. In the 2016-17 financial year IBA met or exceeded every KPI associated with that contract.

Beyond IBA's offering, whilst Indigenous tourism is an integral part of Australia's tourism product offering demand, demand and interest in Indigenous tourism experiences have not transpired into significant visitor flows for many Indigenous tourism businesses. We believe this is linked, to some extent, to perceptions. A study commissioned by IBA indicated that there was low awareness about the availability of Indigenous tourism experiences, both amongst domestic and inbound tourists. More broadly, the challenges for growing Indigenous tourism businesses and opportunities in Northern Australia are linked to the challenge of causing the vast majority of international visitors to leave the eastern seaboard and to the other challenges that other stakeholders who have made submissions to this inquiry have identified.

To improve the outcomes for Indigenous tourism across the north there needs to be greater investment in air and road infrastructure. Air links between Northern Australia, other parts of the country and the world have the potential to be an enabler for the region's tourism industry. Presently air travel to the north, particularly to remote locations with opportunities for Indigenous tourism experiences makes this rough and prohibitively expensive and, similarly, road access is typically poor or limited by seasonal restrictions. These issues relating to ability of access and cost of access cause significant challenges, particular for start-up enterprises. For example, seasonal restrictions on access limit trading periods and compound the challenges associated with operating businesses in remote locations. 

In addition to the expense, the time taken to access remote locations because of poor transport infrastructure will make a tourism product less attractive for the time-poor tourist. Telecommunication and digital infrastructure is also essential. Tourists expect a short turnaround in responses from operators to their inquiries and poor or limited connectivity can impact significantly on their businesses, their reputation and their ability to secure customers. For example, an Indigenous tourism operator whom IBA supports through its Indigenous Business Development and Assistance program has no connectivity when running tours. Accordingly, booking and communication with clients has to be managed through consultants with added additional cost. In a competitive market Indigenous tourism operators in Northern Australia need to carefully structure business models to develop successful businesses, and care needs to be taken to avoid creating unsustainable business models. Grant funding plays a role, but it can also mask a poorly constructed business model. Building the business acumen, capacity and skills of Indigenous tourism operators is critical.

[bookmark: Turn004]Lastly, while strong referral networks exist between operators of support to Indigenous tourism operators—for example, territory tourism bodies and IBA—the establishment of a peak body for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander tourism operators may assist, address and give a stronger voice to the challenges tourism operators face. IBA welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this inquiry and into northern development discussions generally, given the importance of the agenda with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. I apologise for the length of that, but I note that we did not make a submission when they were due.

Mr SNOWDON:  That is all right. Can you hand us that and we will incorporate it into Hansard.

Senator McCARTHY:  I might just go to your last paragraph. What were you saying about the establishment of a peak Indigenous body? Did I hear that correctly?

Mr Kneebone:  Our chair, Eddie Fry, made a speech on 20 June at a Cairns conference and suggested that as part of the northern development discussion there should be a committee created, a northern Australian Indigenous development committee, comprised of members of peak Indigenous bodies across the north to feed into, contribute to and influence the northern development discussion.

Senator McCARTHY:  So it was not a specific Indigenous body that you were referring to?

Mr Kneebone:  In relation to tourism we would also suggest, and drawing on the submission of Ninti One, that there be the creation of a peak Indigenous tourism body.

Senator McCARTHY:  All right. Let's go to your statement, Mr Kneebone. We are a little bit familiar with IBA home loans and providing access in that regard. Can you provide the committee with the figures on how many businesses in tourism that you have assisted?

Mr Kneebone:  You mentioned our home loan program. We also have the investments program and our Business Development and Assistance program. I will can start with the investments program. That's the program where we look to co-invest with Indigenous investors in the tourism and hospitality sector, which is a strategy we have identified as one in which we should be involved. We engage with eight Indigenous organisations across the north—the Cooinda Hotel, the Jabiru Hotel, the Croc and Adina Vibe in Darwin. We own Tjapukai Aboriginal Cultural Park in Cairns, Fitzroy Crossing and I am missing one but I can provide that on notice if you would like it.

Senator McCARTHY:  You heard us earlier in relation to Tourism Central Australia and also the mention of the evidence that was provided to us yesterday around Indigenous employment; what moves does the IBA have in monitoring? Obviously, if you have eight organisations across the north what are your key indicators on making sure that there are Indigenous people employed, who are not only employed but actually retained?

Mr Kneebone:  Across our investments portfolio we have a target of around 35 per cent Indigenous employment and to ensure that we meet that—and in some investment we do but in some investments we do not—we have recently launched, at the Adina Vibe, an Indigenous employment strategy which has six key areas which we are focused on. Broadly they are around capability development and mentoring but, more than that, reporting on what the outcomes are and assigning a senior person within the organisation to keep track of what the outcomes are and, obviously, that is linked to performance indicators and so on.

Senator McCARTHY:  Can you say, across those eight organisations, just how many Indigenous personnel you would have?

Mr Kneebone:  I mentioned 136 in our statement; that is, across our investments portfolio that we have employed.

Senator McCARTHY:  Is that full time?

Mr Kneebone:  I would have to take that on notice.

Senator McCARTHY:  Is that full pay or is that on a community development program?

Mr Kneebone:  Again, I would have to take that on notice.

Senator McCARTHY:  Could you also provide for the committee what indicators you have as to why? You said there that you have a target of 35 per cent Indigenous employment; some you meet and others you do not. Do you have a methodology or reporting mechanism that explains why you do not reach your target?

Mr Kneebone:  We do not at present. We are seeking to better understand that and also to report more broadly beyond that, such as the questions you asked, whether it is just a person employed, what level they are at, how much their salary is and so on and report back into that. We have regular catch-ups within the organisation to understand that and to drive better policies so that we can get better outcomes.

Again, I know that in our Kakadu portfolio, for example, we are going to be launching an Indigenous employment strategy because that area, in particular, has some challenges in terms of attracting and retaining employment, as was mentioned by the previous witnesses to the inquiry. We want to understand that and drive better outcomes where we can.

Senator McCARTHY:  We are hearing the two significant things around Indigenous employment but also the importance of the Indigenous experience for visitors who come not only to the centre but across the Northern Territory and, indeed, Australia. We are trying to, as a committee, get a thorough understanding of how we can lift up all of that.

Mr Kneebone:  Yes. I should mention that in our investments portfolio we tried to build Indigenous procurement into the supply chain so it is not just employment but the organisations that are supplying services and goods to those businesses are also Indigenous. It is not only financial but also social outcomes that we are trying to drive.

Senator McCARTHY:  Thank you.

Senator DODSON:  What is the failure rate of the Indigenous businesses that you have been asked to support?

Mr Kneebone:  There are figures that I have seen in a recent presentation. I think it is 66 per cent are in business three years after commencement. They are loan customers through our Business Development and Assistance program, so failure rates in small businesses Australia wide are pretty high. We are a responsible lender when it comes to business loans so we try to ensure that we do not give someone a loan until they are ready to receive one, because a poorly timed loan is a bad outcome, particularly if it means loss of livelihood in a remote location and suddenly you have an enormous loan to pay back.

Senator DODSON:  What are the support structures that you put in? Do you put any support structures in to assist?

Mr Kneebone:  We do. I have talked mainly about our investments program but now I will move to our Business Development and Assistance program, which is really focused at the small business owner. So that is a business life journey program, as we often describe it, from ideation—from the idea—to exit. So right at the beginning someone comes to us with an idea. We would work with them very closely, whether it is an individual or an Aboriginal organisation, to understand what skills and capacity they have, flesh out their idea a lot more and put them through workshops and training programs. If they are ready for their idea to be generated further, they might be given assistance in the form of our Business Development and Assistance support structures. Typically that is linking them up with a specialised consultant in the field of business in which they are trying to get into after they have gone through IBA's internal support structures and assistance. Then at the end of that journey, if they are ready, we would suggest that they apply for a loan and throughout the loan period we also continue to provide assistance to make sure they are keeping on track.

Senator DODSON:  What collaboration do you have with them? What communication or dialogue do you have with operators? We heard from the Tourism Central Australia representative before about some of the challenges that the industry has in getting consistency and getting people retained in that area or even to get people employed. Is there a collaboration that goes on with the operators looking to see whether there is some way to augment or support the kind of challenges that an established business has as opposed to someone trying to start up a business?

Mr Kneebone:  We have very good referral networks with state and territory based government tourism bodies—so Territory Tourism, Western Australia and Queensland, for example—and local organisations. That was a point I made a bit earlier about the need for a peak body. There would be great use in seeing an Indigenous peak body in tourism that gave some oversight about the key challenges that people are facing. In North-East Arnhem Land we are working with a number of small operators through a subsidiary that we have created, IBA Tourism Asset Management, which is really designed to be a back office function.

Senator DODSON:  Is the notion of a peak body a bit of an admission that what is in existence in mainstream is not working?

Mr Kneebone:  I think it is fair to say that.

Senator DODSON:  What I am trying to get at is how do you improve the relationship with those that are in the promotion of the industry and someone wanting to come along and begin their own business?

Mr Kneebone:  If we are talking particularly in remote and regional Australia.

Senator DODSON:  Northern Australia.

Mr Kneebone:  That is right, but away from the Stuart Highway, the sealed roads and so on, then there are great challenges in terms of capability and capacity to start businesses. People do not know the first step to take and who to turn to. There is a plethora of organisations that can assist but people do not know how to access them. So, understanding who to access and how to obtain assistance is the key first step in starting your business journey, in tourism particularly, and then accessing the markets that can feed into your business.

Senator DODSON:  Is that your role or do you see that as your role? Is that Tourism Central Australia's role? What I want to know is how it is bridged?

Mr Kneebone:  It is more the latter. IBA is constrained, in part, by its statute. We are intended to be a commercially focused organisation. I have seen some useful diagrams that the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet has created for different discussions about prescribed bodies corporate, but it is similar. You can make an analogy in a way. You have organisations that are on their L-plates, some on their P-plates and others are off driving down the road, but IBA's role in that discussion is probably more towards the organisations that are driving down the road, so they have got their governance and ideas worked out and they have an idea of where they are going. In coming back to your question, it is more the latter, I would say.

Senator DODSON:  It is a bit of a mystery to me why Prime Minister and Cabinet seems to have a role in this when you are specifically legislated to promote Indigenous businesses. What exactly do the Prime Minister and Cabinet people do?

Mr Kneebone:  They fund our Business Development and Assistance program.

Senator DODSON:  Do they fund it on the basis that they get the loan out?

Mr Kneebone:  Through to contract.

Senator DODSON:  Yes, through to contract from the IBA?

Mr Kneebone:  Yes.

Senator DODSON:  I do not understand why that is the necessity. Why is it necessary to have your funds transferred to the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet in order to deliver what is meant to be the business end or the opportunities for people to enter in businesses?

Mr Kneebone:  I am probably going to have to take that on notice, in part, but in response to your question, obviously the Business Development and Assistance program shifted from being an apportionment through budgetary processes a couple of years ago to being placed on contract. That was for legal reasons, as I understand it, relating to the requirement for the IBA to operate under sound business principles. Obviously that means there needs to be a line of sight to profit for Indigenous Business Australia and the difficulties therein with ensuring that our Business Development and Assistance program operated where you are working with start-ups and delivering workshops that do not necessarily cause a flow of profit back into IBA. There is a legal issue there but then there is also a policy space where you have a discussion going on at the moment about the Indigenous Business Sector strategy, a focus on regional and remote and start-ups, and an Indigenous Entrepreneurs Fund that has recently been announced in the last budget which are all separate, if you like, in a way to IBA.

Senator DODSON:  It is interesting to hear there is a problem with profits flowing back to the IBA and not flowing out to the entities that are meant to be the beneficiaries.

Mr Kneebone:  My point is not so much profit but that it cannot be a pure grant making, loss making exercise that IBA can engage in.

Senator DODSON:  In the last two budgets there has been a fairly sizeable increase in the budget. I think it is $130 million or something.

Mr Kneebone:  For IBA?

Senator DODSON:  Yes.

Mr Kneebone:  We have had our budget cut by 25 per cent.

Senator DODSON:  Yes, but what has been the relationship under the contract between IBA and the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet in terms of the funds that have transferred?

Mr Kneebone:  Under the contract in this financial year and the next we have had our funding cut by 25 per cent.

Senator DODSON:  No. I am asking about the transfer of the funds out of your account into the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet.

Mr Kneebone:  The balance has gone back to PM&C.

Senator DODSON:  It just raises a question from me why a specific entity that is set up to promote Indigenous businesses is providing funds into the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet which I would have thought has very little competence in dealing with this particular field. I must say I do not understand it.

Mr SNOWDON:  There are a few of us that do not understand it.

Ms O'TOOLE:  I have a question about when you have got an organisation or an individual to a point or they come to you at a point with an application, what criteria do you use to determine whether or not you will deliver the loan?

Mr Kneebone:  Before that point we would need to develop a relationship with that individual or business and understand their experience, the thought they have put into this business idea and the capability to execute it. If they do not have the capability to execute it then we would put them through training programs or link them up with a mentor. We work very closely with them to ensure that they are not put through that difficulty of having a loan given to them which they are not able to meet because their business model does not work or there are unforeseen circumstances that they have not thought about through lack of capability or experience.

Ms O'TOOLE:  How would you describe your risk tolerance?

Mr Kneebone:  Higher than a mainstream lender. We take on high risks. We will refuse loans if the risks are too high but certainly higher than a mainstream lender.

Ms O'TOOLE:  We heard before that the Indigenous Tourism Champions program was successful. What, in your view, caused that to cease and do you have another mentoring program or do you just use mentors as you can match them to people who are interested in a business idea?

Mr Kneebone:  The Indigenous Tourism Champions program was a collaboration between state and territory tourism bodies, IBA and Tourism Australia. It ceased in 2016, as I understand it, following an evaluation as to the outcomes. It found that it actually was not producing the outcomes that were intended, and that was broadly related to growing the Indigenous tourism sector. I have certainly heard differing accounts of that, including today, and in other parts of the transcript before the inquiry but we have continued, by and large, the mentoring process that was part of that Tourism Champions program.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Thank you.

Mr SNOWDON:  Can I take you back to the business mentoring and start-up packages and the asset management program you referred to in North-East Arnhem Land?

Mr Kneebone:  Yes.

Mr SNOWDON:  Can you explain in more detail what that IBA management program is? You said it provides back of house.

Mr Kneebone:  Yes. In 2013-14 we undertook a review of our tourism sector strategy and realised that broadly across the Indigenous business sector there is a great need for back of house functions. I mentioned the example before of an operator that we are working with who, when he is out running tours, has no connectivity to the internet so, therefore, cannot respond to inquiries. We set up a subsidiary company, IBA Tourism Asset Management, to provide that service. It is not the only service provider out there. Often when we identify tourism businesses that need this type of service then there is a competitive tendering process, particularly if we are giving them assistance over in our Business Development and Assistance program we will not automatically link them up to IBA's own business just for the sake of causing that link; we will go through a competitive tendering process, but it is there as an option.

Mr SNOWDON:  I have in the front of my mind where we are working somewhere in Central Australia with an Aboriginal community where literacy is poor but there is a really good idea that someone has about starting a small business. How do you go about developing the business?

Mr Kneebone:  If you come through IBA what we would do is link you up with a support officer with experience in tourism who would then probably suggest putting you through workshops. We have eight different sorts of workshops, including start-up and growth workshops and introducing people to basic legal concepts—joint venturing, often, is an issue that people want to engage in, not so much in the tourism industry—and then really building up and shaping the business idea, interrogating it, testing the market, doing research and then, ultimately, linking them up to a finance loan to grow the business, if that is what the person wants, or it might be that they decide it is all too difficult, too risky and they might not continue with the idea, but that is broadly the process.

Mr SNOWDON:  When would you use your incubator?

Mr Kneebone:  The incubator is what you would do if you have an idea, you have a business that has been running for a couple of years and you can really see the potential in it. There was a fantastic example of a lady from the Pilbara region who was using bush medicine. She had marketed it a little bit in her region but could see some broader potential in it so she travelled to Sydney for a 12-week course and was put through a pretty rigorous training program to get her business up and running even more.

Mr SNOWDON:  In days gone by there used to be what was called a NEIS program.

Mr Kneebone:  The Asset Leasing program?

Mr SNOWDON:  No, NEIS, which was the New Enterprise Incentive Scheme. It used to be under the old CES. It was about people wanting to start up a business. They would be put through a package and then they would be put through to an incubator. They were not established businesses; they were businesses who had developed a business plan through the NEIS program and then they would look towards an incubator to help them develop the business and possibly to help them with the back of house functions. Do you have anything equivalent to that?

Mr Kneebone:  We would say broadly that our business program generally is probably aimed at achieving that same outcome but we would not call it an accelerated program.

Mr SNOWDON:  The reason I am asking the question is that those of us who live in Northern Australia know that there are people out there with ideas. They may not have the governance skills or capacity to be able to run the business but the business is potentially a doable business and something which could make a profit.

Mr Kneebone:  Yes.

Mr SNOWDON:  How do you actually provide them with the back-up support to be able to have that business function and provide them with the governance oversight that means that they do not break the law, they have their books done properly and they understand how to do those things. How do you make that happen?

Mr Kneebone:  That is a really big challenge. One of the key challenges is feeding into a pipeline of emerging businesses and ensuring that we can access them. That is particularly challenging in remote Australia, of course, where a large proportion of the Indigenous population is around the eastern seaboards and necessarily that is where services tend to be focused, particularly in a national organisation like Indigenous Business Australia. So moving away from the eastern seaboard and focusing more on remote and regional Australia is a big issue for us and then gaining access to those people who have ideas and making sure that we are partnered with organisations who can assist us to realise that opportunity, put it in through our programs and then out the other end.

Mr SNOWDON:  Let me put it to you this way. I am either up in the Cape or I might be in the Kimberley. I might be a community, let us say Wadeye for the purpose of this discussion. Someone comes to me and says, 'I've got an idea but I don't know how to deal with it.' Do I say, 'Go straight to IBA and they will help you', even though they have not developed a plan but they have an idea? How do we get them off the ground? How do we get them to be able to trial that idea, develop a business plan and for someone to help them to do the back of house functions? You see what I am thinking about here is people who do not have literacy or numeracy skills to actually do the books. Someone has got to do it for them.

Mr Kneebone:  That is right.

Mr SNOWDON:  How do we make that person a viable business?

Mr Kneebone:  I would hope that you would say, 'Go to IBA', first up and then if we cannot assist that person then we can certainly refer them to support and training programs or other entities that might be able to assist them and, of course, there is a broad range of support like this. In the last six months we have entered into a range of partnership organisations with key entities up in the north, particularly so that we can better access the market, so to speak, with those people with ideas and feed them through and support them appropriately. If I can just finish off there.

Mr SNOWDON:  Yes.

Mr Kneebone:  For example, Wunan Foundation, up in Kununurra, have got Kimberley Business Services which aims to do exactly what you have been talking about, to provide a back office function, accounting and business services. We have partnered with them in the last six months so that we can build pipelines that are mutually beneficial, if you like, so that they can identify the need that is out there in remote locations and we can link them up with finance products if that is what people are after and through sharing of information we can get better outcomes.

Mr SNOWDON:  Just on the finance, how can people compare your interest rates as opposed to getting a commercial loan at Westpac or ANZ?

Mr Kneebone:  We would say that they are competitive. We absorb a higher risk than what mainstream lenders might offer. They are variable so it is difficult to say, from time to time, but we would say that they are competitive.

Mr SNOWDON:  Thank you.

Ms O'TOOLE:  You have partially answered my question. I think you raise a very valid point in the eastern seaboard case versus the rural, regional and remote parts of Northern Australia. Do you have any idea what percentage of businesses you have supported that would be on the coast versus those that would be inland in the rural or remote areas?

Mr Kneebone:  I can refer to loan data but I will take that on notice. Seventy-nine per cent of our business loans in the 2016-17 financial year were in remote or very remote areas. That is done on definitions of the Bureau of Statistics.

Ms O'TOOLE:  So as you are working with people—and I am sure that this would happen—you would start to see niche businesses that people may not be coming to you to set up, and the back of house support is business in and of itself, of course.

Mr Kneebone:  Exactly.

Ms O'TOOLE:  So you are obviously identifying some of these areas, from what I hear you say, and making suggestions in various communities that that might be a viable business?

Mr Kneebone:  That is right. Business support services is an emerging opportunity. That is why organisations like Wunan are getting into it, and that is across Aboriginal organisations in Australia.

CHAIR:  Thank you very much indeed for your time. It is greatly appreciated. If we have any further queries we will send them through to the secretariat. Thank you.




CREES, Dr Mark, Director, Araluen Cultural Precinct

[15:13]

CHAIR:  These hearings are formal proceedings of the parliament. The giving of false or misleading evidence is a serious matter and may be regarded as a contempt of the parliament. As I indicated, the proceedings are being recorded by Hansard and as such attract parliamentary privilege. What I would like to do now is offer you the opportunity of making a brief opening statement and then we can fire off with some questions.

Dr Crees:  Thank you for the opportunity to give evidence today at this inquiry into the opportunities, methods and challenges to stimulate the tourism industry in northern Australia. In relation to the terms of reference, my evidence relates to cultural tourism in particular, the role of the Araluen Cultural Precincts, the challenges in relation to the disparity between the significance of the cultural tourism product and lack of marketing exposure, both national and internationally, the opportunity to provide investment into this space to address this disparity, and the challenge in relation to destination affordability due to air travel and the impediment to incoming visitor growth that this represents with its knock-on impact to the economic viability of remote towns such as Alice Springs.

The Northern Territory government's submission to this standing committee notes that ensuring northern Australia achieves its full potential is critical to the economic prosperity of the whole nation, but there are significant challenges for the Northern Territory, in particular, becoming the economic powerhouse and provider of unique, unforgettable tourism experiences that it can be an integral part of the national cultural tourism ecology. There are opportunities in maximising visitation, and firmly positioning the Northern Territory as the premier destination for Australian Indigenous art and culture, especially when considering the uptake in worldwide cultural tourists and the territory's unique tourism product in relation to cultural tourism.

The Araluen Cultural Precinct is one such unique tourist destination. A significant arts and cultural keeping place and tourist attraction for Alice Springs set on a nine-hectare parcel of government land, providing an integrated visitor experience encompassing the region's key cultural institutions and collections, including the Araluen Art Centre, Galleries and Theatre, the Museum of Central Australia, the Strehlow Research Centre, the Central Aviation Museum and Central Craft. The nine-hectare precinct also encompasses several significant public works of art, seven registered Aboriginal sacred sites and trees of significance, a range of heritage properties and a cafe. 

The Araluen Art Centre, in particular, is a premier asset of the Northern Territory government in relation to arts and culture in Central Australia, welcoming 35,000 visitors per annum through the galleries, an additional 30,000 through the theatre program, an additional 10,000 through major events such as the Beanie Festival and the nationally significant Desert Mob. Araluen is the focal point to the visual and performing arts scene in Alice Springs, with four visual art galleries, a 500-seat proscenium arch theatre, a multipurpose hall, Witchetty's Artspace, and the Circus Lawns outdoor performance space. 

The annual theatre program includes performances by national touring companies and many high-quality local productions, while the galleries feature a program of exhibitions with a focus on Aboriginal art from Central Australia and contemporary art by local artists, as well as artists from across Australia through national touring exhibitions and from cultural institutions, such as the National Gallery of Australia.

The Araluen art collection showcases the beginning and continuing development of the contemporary Aboriginal art movement, particularly of the central and western desert region, as well as significant local contemporary artists. It includes original artworks by renowned water colourist Albert Namatjira, and his artistic response to the Central Australian landscape, and key works of desert art from the Northern Territory, South Australia and Western Australia acquired through Desert Mob since 1991.

The annual program includes a signature Central Australian event, Desert Mob, an Araluen Art Centre initiative now in its 26th year which, with our partner for the past 12 years, Desart, presents an annual suite of events that brings around 5,000 people on site for the opening weekend, drawing together up to 300 new significant artworks, representing the continuing evolution of contemporary Aboriginal desert art and hundreds of artists from up to 35 remote Aboriginal art centres to present their work as part of the Desert Mob exhibition, share their stories as part of the Desert Mob symposium, and engage in trade as part of the Desert Mob marketplace, which last year had $400,000 worth of sales in four hours, all of which went directly back to those remote communities.

Although we have these extraordinary experiences and cultural infrastructure, we come up against unique challenges, of which I will mention two. The first one, marketing exposure on the national or international level, is extremely difficult as we are unable to compete with the sheer size and sophistication of marketing budgets of other jurisdictions. Our branch, Tourism NT, does a phenomenal job of getting the word out of the territory throughout this country and internationally, but the amount that is required and the amount that other jurisdictions have far outweighs this. Though the Northern Territory has the highest reliance on tourism of any other jurisdiction apart perhaps from Tasmania, our ability to attract visitors is compromised by the economics of available resources. An opportunity, therefore, exists for the Australian government, when formulating national or international marketing campaigns, to give consideration to investment in the exposure of the Northern Territory arts and cultural institutions and events and the importance of attracting visitors from other jurisdictions, as well as dispersing tourists to regional Australia beyond the major gateways of the eastern seaboard.

A dedicated research and marketing strategy, focusing on identifying target markets and growing both domestic and international visitation to establish festivals and cultural precincts could help identify opportunities and attract visitors. Desert Mob would particularly benefit from such a strategy and investment in its marketing exposure. 

Given that 77 per cent of interstate and international visitors enter by air, the importance of airfare affordability cannot be overstated, especially with Alice Springs bearing the highest per passenger costs in the country. The NT submission outlines several points for consideration on page 2. I note here, as a final note in relation to an opportunity to address the serious challenge in regards to Alice Springs, that the Australian government consider as a practical mechanism a way of stimulating the industry, a method of reducing airfares in order to make travel to Alice Springs affordable and thereby increase visitors to Central Australia, whether via subsidies until throughput increases to a level that would then allow the economics of travel to Alice Springs to work commercially or better strategic research into ways of reducing per passenger cost in partnership with domestic airlines, given the direct benefit to the industry and in turn the economy more throughput would effect. Thank you.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Thank you very much for your presentation. I am interested to know, and wondering if you could share with the committee, how you work with the local Aboriginal people in terms of managing the precinct. I am very interested in how you do that with the Two Women Dreaming track as well.

Dr Crees:  For some time the Araluen Cultural Precinct has had a local Arrernte reference group. That group does not function at the moment. We function instead in an ad hoc manner with many conversations that will take place with local Arrernte custodians. Specifically, Doris Stuart is the primary individual who we speak with quite often. For example, we have a lot of buffel grass on the sacred site the Big Sister Hill. That particular dreaming story is Big Sister Hill, a 300-year-old corkwood tree, and Little Sister Hill. The 300-year-old corkwood tree sits in the middle of the art galleries. The art galleries are actually built around it rather than across it. That is one of the sacred sites. The actual galleries themselves were built with reference to that particular tree. In times gone past, a lot of activity happened around the tree, different sorts of events. That particular custodial reference group expressed concern that there was too much activity happening and the tree was not in good health. So, that was all removed from there. No events happen in that space anymore, and the tree is absolutely blossoming.

In terms of Big Sister Hill, as we call it, we needed to remove buffel grass, because that became a WH&S hazard. It is very high temperature when it burns. It is encroaching onto different areas of the precinct. That area no-one goes into because it is a sacred site. We had Doris there onsite to look after that particular project and to ensure that everyone that went into that space in order to cut the buffel grass was appropriate in her consideration.  She is often at our events of major importance. When we opened Yaye's Café both herself and her sister opened for us. In terms of the acknowledgement of Arrernte people, afterwards she then spoke of the importance of that particular story and she shared with all the people present what that story meant to her, calling it Yaye's Café, which of course is the name of that particular site just behind it, which was quite significant for her. 

We have a very good relationship. It is relational rather than a transactional relationship. I have had several conversations, coffees and meals across various issues over the past two years since I have been in the role.

Ms O'TOOLE:  How would you describe the benefits to the local people, including employment opportunities, for men, women and some of the youth as well?

Dr Crees:  We have across the time that I have been in the role had a blanket special measures provision, which has meant that anytime any role goes up at all, whether it is in information offices or whether it is for our administration managers, whatever it would be, that it must run through that particular mechanism first. Off the back of that, two persons have been appointed in the past couple of years specifically that met that criteria. Our current administration assistant and also not the current horticulturalist but the horticulturalist before both identify as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander persons and, therefore, were awarded those roles through that particular mechanism.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Thank you.

Senator McCARTHY:  I just wanted to go to employment at the Araluen Cultural Precinct. I know you made some references there. Can we just drill down a little bit into figures? What is your overall staffing there?

Dr Crees:  Overall staffing including all casuals would be something up around 75.

Senator McCARTHY:  What percentage would be Indigenous?

Dr Crees:  I believe we run at a percentage of about six per cent.

Senator McCARTHY:  What positions do your Indigenous staff hold?

Dr Crees:  Our admin assistant at the moment is one. We have a couple in the information officer space as well. They are the engagement officers that will greet people at the door or that are looking after the art galleries for us, for example.

Senator McCARTHY:  So, the role that the information officers have is more the face to face?

Dr Crees:  Yes.

Senator McCARTHY:  Are they Arrernte speaking people or a combination of languages?

Dr Crees:  A combination.

Senator McCARTHY:  We just want to understand those staff. Are they long-term staff that you have there or are they people who have come and gone?

Dr Crees:  The admin assistant is quite new, less than a year. There are a few information officers that are new to the role, but there a couple that have been there for quite some time.

Senator McCARTHY:  How does that interaction work, having the staff interface on a daily basis?

Dr Crees:  There is no real issue that we see in terms of that interaction. Is there something specific in that interaction that you are drawing?

Senator McCARTHY:  One of the things that keeps coming back to us as a committee is the importance of visitors to Central Australia or to Australia generally having an interaction with Indigenous people. We are wanting to get to the deep understanding of, firstly, there is obviously a desire to have an Indigenous experience when visitors come but, secondly, we are hearing issues around the maintenance of Indigenous employment. We are trying to understand who is having success here, what that success is and how that is monitored. That is why I am asking the questions.

Dr Crees:  I see.

Senator McCARTHY:  Are you having success?

Dr Crees:  We are, but we do not have a whole lot of employees at the frontline that would be offering cultural experiences. Ours is much more the standard art gallery model. People come in. They experience the art and various information officers will talk to them about the art that they are experiencing, but that is not specific. We are not specifically targeting anyone of a particular Arrernte background, for example, to do those kinds of roles. It is much broader than that. We do not have cultural experiences that run out of the art centre, for example, through the various sacred sites. There are sacred site tours that happen in Alice Springs, but they do not run out of Araluen. 

I know that Aunty Doris Stuart, for example, has various cultural tours that she does, but they do not run out of Araluen. They come through Araluen. They often come through where we are and engage with the precinct in that respect. It is not a front facing sort of thing. If someone just came off a plane, for example, came to Araluen, experienced the art and the art galleries, they may not have an experience with an Aboriginal person from this particular region in that experience.

Senator McCARTHY:  You gave an example there of Aunty Doris. What other examples do you have of those kinds of partnerships?

Dr Crees:  Desart would be the biggest with Desert Mob each year. By far Desert Mob is our biggest event that engages across those lines. In 1991, it was envisaged but it was envisaged across three particular broad aims: to promote Aboriginal artists and centres from Central Australia to broad audiences; to stimulate the art market for Central Australian Aboriginal art; and, thirdly, to place artists and art centres in the spotlight. That is what happens each year with this. There is a lot of engagement. We engage with the art centres, up to 30 at a time. There are 45 art centre members of Desart and there is usually about 30-odd that would be part of Desert Mob each year.

Senator McCARTHY:  Can you explain for the committee's purposes just what Desart is and how far the reach is when you talk about those organisations?

Dr Crees:  Yes, certainly. So, those 45 art centres will run all the way into Western Australia. They run into South Australia, APY Lands, for example. It runs north, about halfway up the Stuart Highway. So, South Australia, Western Australia and Northern Territory is where they are comprised from. That is what we call Central Australia, I guess. We have the states and territories now on the map, but when we talk about it we talk about that entire region. It is quite a large geographical range of communities and art centres that feed into Desert Mob each year.

The important element of it is its agency. They choose what artworks go into the exhibition. The artists themselves choose. The art centres choose. We do not curate it. We curate it in the sense of when they come in we decide where it goes in the galleries, but it is really key that it is their agency and their decision what works of art turn up in Desert Mob each year.

Senator McCARTHY:  Is that once a year?

Dr Crees:  Yes.

Senator McCARTHY:  And that is a significant event?

Dr Crees:  Yes. It is 26 years now that that has been going. That is in the second week of September. It has always been around that time of year. But in the lead up to it, for example, we have, at the moment, a catalogue that is being put together. We have been highly engaged with various art centres to gain stories in language, which are then translated into English, of various artists and what the artists feel about the work that they are creating. Again, it is up to them the sorts of stories they want to tell. The catalogue this year will have several—around five at this stage—stories from Aboriginal artists from these very remote communities. They all come together for Desert Mob itself. We have hundreds of artists coming from all of those places for the opening for Desert Mob, and then we allow them through the art galleries before anyone else to see the work hanging. That is the first time they usually get to see it together.

Last year we had Marlene Rubuntja speak, who won the Vincent Lingiari award last year. One of the things she stated was how good it is, how strong they are, stronger together by being able to exhibit together. That is one of the things that we are able to do. But the economics, too, and the way of stimulating that art market has been really important. Araluen has had a part in that for all these years, to ensure that people come from all over the world, which they do, to Desert Mob, to the exhibition, to buy this work. 

Last year we had five works go to the National Museum, for example. Artlink picked up another five. We had people from France and a couple from the States, China and few different places coming to buy artwork to take back to museums there. We provide that access portal for the exhibition, but then on the back of our catalogue we have all the details of the art centres. They can go out to the art centres and start to create those direct relationships, which are really critical for those particular businesses and communities going forward.

Then with the marketplace it is purposely capped at $500 an artwork. So, over 1,000 artworks go in four hours. Last year it was $400,000 that was sold in that time. It was actually the first art market. Before Darwin Aboriginal Art Fair or Cairns or any of these others that are around, this is where it sort of began, here in Central Australia. Then it has blossomed and we have seen this burgeoning art industry that has happened since then.

Senator McCARTHY:  Like most things have started here. Thank you.

Senator DODSON:  Just on that positive note, what are the plans for further expansion?

Dr Crees:  In terms of Desert Mob itself?

Senator DODSON:  Yes. Have you got capacity within your precinct to do that?

Dr Crees:  It will partly depend on what happens with the National Indigenous Art Gallery and the National Indigenous Art and Cultural Centre, and the tie-ins with that and how we work together with that particular institution once it is created. That is where part of that will happen. We would not expand in terms of the number, because the 45 is part of the genius of what Desert Mob is. It is not about drawing together various art centres from the whole country. It is very particular desert art, broadly speaking, that people come to because they get to see the evolution of that in the last year, an innovation in the last year you do not see anywhere else. It is here, one time a year, but now that is going everywhere else as well. There was recently, at Barangaroo, for example, black markets, BLAK markets, sprung up just recently specifically drawing some of those art centres together.

APY Lands at the moment are being seen everywhere. The War Memorial has a piece that has just been commissioned, for example. There are lots of things going on. We are not trying to expand in any of that sense. We are focusing more on what we do best, which is around this desert art space in those particular art centres and getting people in to see it. What we would love to see is more people and more interaction/engagement with international museums of art to bring people into Central Australia for this point every year to experience this art in the place that it is born and the place to which it responds. That is one of our key points. You can see the artworks hanging on walls all over the world. When you come here, you get to see the range. You get to see the various spaces that the art responds to. You get to see country, place and the importance of land is integral to all of that. That is why it is so important that this area has that focal point for drawing people from all over the world to experience that art in the place and the land that it actually responds to.

Senator DODSON:  Are you involved in these discussions with the National Indigenous Art Gallery?

Dr Crees:  I am a member of the department that is involved in that taking place, yes. At the moment, there is a steering committee two Aboriginal people are running, which is Philip Watkins and Hetti Perkins. I provided a bit of a cultural snapshot of what happens in Alice Springs, specifically with Araluen, and the things that I have been mentioning today have been provided to them. They are in the mid stages of looking through a range of questions in terms of what that National Indigenous Art Gallery will be. Obviously, we will be part of that conversation going forward, but that is still a bit beyond now, because it is in the early stages. 

Also, agencies will be there. It is the steering committee that will offer up where they want to go with this. It is not a top-down model saying, 'You've got to do this.' It is, 'What do you want to do with this? Here is an amount of money that we are investing in this. Where do you see this going? What do you see this would do? What is the best model? What is the best practice?' A lot has been invested in that process at the moment, which is currently taking place, and we expect to be part of that conversation going forward at a more detailed level once a few more decisions are made in terms of where they feel they will be going.

Senator DODSON:  Have you done a risk analysis of what may impact your current successes?

Dr Crees:  No, no risk analysis. Nothing in that formal space. It is still quite informal at this stage.

Senator DODSON:  Thank you.

Mr SNOWDON:  The Beanie Festival?

Dr Crees:  The Beanie Festival is another great success story. It started off with a couple of women who were out teaching literacy skills and various women watching what they were doing said, 'We would prefer to see those beanies. How can we make them?' Years later we now have 6½ thousand beanies that descended upon Alice Springs. This was only a month ago. Thousands of people flock to the precinct for that each time, again, around the 5,000 mark across that opening weekend. This year, again, they broke another record. They sold more beanies than they ever have before and have a lot of engagement with remote communities. There is a lot of engagement with remote communities. Again, it could almost only happen at Alice Springs that we have a beanie festival every year. But it is something that has a high uptake by the community and certainly something that we love as part of the precinct each year.

Mr SNOWDON:  Is it now seen as an important event on the calendar?

Dr Crees:  Yes, absolutely.

CHAIR:  You have two other models here. You should have seen the pair of them last night in respective beanies. It was not a pretty sight.

Mr SNOWDON:  As a resident of Alice Springs, and having seen the development of Araluen and the precinct over many years, what other opportunities do you see? I have a personal interest in Araluen because of family being involved, but it is not only Aboriginal people who are involved in Araluen. There is a broader cultural dimension to Araluen. Can you expand on what that broader cultural dimension looks like.

Dr Crees:  Absolutely. It was created in the mid-eighties, 1984-85, but in the late seventies, because of the community here wanting a place for arts and culture. At that time, there was no art gallery that could have the various art awards that were being put through each year from the seventies, which includes Papunya boards from the seventies, the winners of some of those original art awards. Even though I have been talking a little bit more today about the Aboriginal cultural sort of space, we are very much both. We are very much artists that would not identify as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander but have incredibly significant careers here and elsewhere, both in visual art and performing art.

We are about to get back, after some time, a sprung dance floor, for example. Many years ago the Museum of Central Australia, Strehlow Research Centre, which is part of the Araluen Cultural Precinct, had a whole lot of dinosaur bones, needed somewhere to store them and so they have been stored on our sprung dance floor. As of next year, those bones will be taken into the CBD and a brand new megafauna museum will be established. We will be renovating that space in order to gain back that particular dance floor. That is really important for local dance groups, for example. We have been working with several groups in terms of development, especially, so that Central Australian performing art groups could have a development opportunity at Araluen that they could then take elsewhere through the country or wherever that might be. We have done a couple of these so far using new models, working with local people, so that there is no risk for them. That is often an issue. They cannot afford to rent the place, but also there is huge risk for them if they were to do it. We have been entering some new arrangements with some local dance practitioners and filmmakers. That is the other one that we have been working with of recent times. Basically, they come into the space. I will assess, as the director of the precinct, the particular work. Once they break even, in their favour a percentage will be given of box office by 70-30 or 60-40 depending on the work. That way they get to develop work that otherwise they would not get to. If they tried to hire the space it would be prohibitive, because it is quite expensive. We have Opera Australia coming through, the Australian Ballet, the Sydney Dance Company and all sorts of very large organisations that will come through. We do various things to ensure those local companies can get off the ground and can blossom and do the work that they do. 

The precinct is built around that kind of model. There are many places around the precinct. We have just built a new artist studio, for example, at the back of the precinct. We have a local artist in that artist studio at the moment creating work, responding to particular artworks in the art collection. Out of that will come an exhibition next year. We are happy about the way that we are engaging with various local artists across various art forms at the moment. Those are just some of the initiatives that we have going.

CHAIR:  Thank you very much. That is very comprehensive.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Can I just ask one question?

CHAIR:  Yes.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Why did you cap the price of the paintings?

Dr Crees:  The decision to cap it was to ensure that, as people are coming from all over the place to pick up a bargain, they know the capped price. It is actually a marketing strategy in a sense, because anyone knows that it is going to be a work of art under $500. What happens is that people buy multiple works and sort of stock up. You will see people lined up for over an hour before we open, right around the precinct up to the main road. They are just waiting to get in there, because there is so much there. More communities than we have in the exhibition are usually involved there. Desart is the one that facilitates all of this to happen, and they all come in with the artwork. The $500 is a strategy to ensure that people out there know when they are coming that it really is a bargain, 'They're all under $500. Let's go.' That has been really successful.

It is a different model than DAAF, the Darwin Aboriginal Art Fair, for example, or any of the others, but it's a model that works really well, because the exhibition has works up to $30,000. There was $800,000 worth last year, for example, and the top ones that were around the $30,000 all sold very quickly to institutions. If you want those kinds of works—there are 300 of them—that is in the exhibition. You can pick up a bargain, still remarkable works by the same artists, phenomenal works, and there is direct back to those arts centres. That is why we cap it at the $500 mark.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Thank you.

CHAIR:  Thank you very much indeed. 




AH CHEE, Mr Paul, Director, Alice Springs Desert Park (Department of Tourism and Culture)

[15:43]

CHAIR:  We now welcome our next representative from the Alice Springs Desert Park. These hearings are formal proceedings of the parliament. The giving of false or misleading evidence is a serious matter and may be regarded as a contempt of the parliament. As indicated, the proceedings are recorded by Hansard and attract parliamentary privilege. I invite you to make a brief opening statement and then we can fire off with some questions.

Mr Ah Chee:  As with my colleague that spoke prior to my presentation, there has been a submission submitted by the Northern Territory government in relation to this particular standing committee, but I would like to thank the committee for allowing me to put some points of view across.

I will just start off by talking about the Alice Springs Desert Park. The park itself has been operating since 1997. The development of the park was primarily to promote, present and interpret the intriguing life of Australian deserts, and this would also include spirituality of landscape and its people. It is providing an environment where people can get a good understanding of that connection and that connectivity.

The Alice Springs Desert Park is a major attraction of the township of Alice Springs, but it is also a facility which showcases a diversity of flora and fauna, habitats and ecosystems of the region for around about a 500-kilometre radius of the centre. We have quite diverse departments within the Desert Park. We have a botanical section. We have over 600 species of seed that we collect in our database. We propagate rare and endangered plants from this region, which are slowly but surely disappearing due to devastation of habitat through a wide range of things. We have a zoological collection, a zoological department, and within that department we have rare and endangered species. We are part of a national recovery program that is rolled out across Australia, and within that there are five species that are really under threat.

We have Aboriginal cultural experiences that we do with Aboriginal guides, and then we do a whole series of presentations in terms of products, such as a free flight bird show as well as a nocturnal presentation showcasing nocturnal animals. We also house probably the best nocturnal house in the world as we know it. We develop a lot of partnerships. We currently have a partnership with Ngurratjuta, who run the gift shop and entry station within the desert park. 

We have over 45 full-time staff. With casuals, it is around about 65 to 70. Out of that, we run about 25 per cent Aboriginal employment. There is myself, as the director, and then there are a lot of Aboriginal people that work below that, but it is a long way down the ladder that I can hardly see them. It is a matter of how we actually develop strategies to create pathways for Aboriginal people within the Northern Territory Public Service to get into positions where they are making decisions and providing direction for each respective department.

In my capacity as the director, I also sit on the Aboriginal Tourism Advisory Council, which basically has representation from different members and individuals that work within the tourism industry in the Northern Territory. I am also a director of the Desert Knowledge Australia Precinct, which is about providing opportunities for people to show more innovation in terms of what we might do here in Central Australia.

In just addressing some of the opportunities, Central Australia, for whatever reason other than the obvious, is primarily seen as the cultural capital of Australia, even though there is strong culture in other parts of Australia and specifically in northern Australia from the Kimberleys across to the Cape York. It is a perspective that is quite widely shared that for some reason—and I gather it might have to do with Uluru—they see Central Australia as the cultural capital. There is a unique opportunity for development of product and for capitalising on that perspective. That has been quite clearly demonstrated.

In terms of those opportunities within that capacity of Aboriginal people becoming involved in developing product, it was interesting hearing the evidence put up by Indigenous Business Australia and the Champions Program. With Indigenous businesses, I think there are quite a few that are primarily more sole operators or sole traders. There are very few large businesses. If you want to include Nitmiluk, they are a large business along with what happens down at Yulara. Other than that, they are all small operators. Ngurratjuta, following behind, is also a large operator. However, the Champions Program was something was significant in terms of providing opportunities for Aboriginal people to grow their businesses and then with the capacity for them to be able to change their business model. I think a lot of the small businesses now need to look at how they change their model so that they become more of an incubator themselves. That is something that I think that the Alice Springs Desert Park has the capacity to do.

Right now, we are looking at putting on an apprentice in horticulture. This is on top of the 25 per cent. That position will start within the next two or three weeks. Then we have two Indigenous trainees that will come on board on a six-month trainee program, and hopefully we will be able to find jobs for them as we go forward. That will be in marketing, administration and in our maintenance section. That is where I would probably like to stop. I could go on forever.

Senator DODSON:  Thank you for that presentation. Who visits the centre?

Mr Ah Chee:  The Desert Park has a similar breakdown to what was said before. We have about 65 per cent domestic and 35 per cent international visitation. The numbers have increasingly grown over the last five years. That is probably due to a lot of external factors that impact on people being able to visit Central Australia but also with the work that Tourism NT has done over that period in marketing. We have certainly seen numbers grow with the Desert Park from about 48,000 people five years ago to now around about 72,000. That is the growth over five years, and revenue is a lot bigger than that.

Senator DODSON:  Is there a fee charged to come into the park?

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes, there is a fee. There is a $32 entry fee for general admission, but there are a lot of different packages that go along with that. We look at free independent travellers coming in as well as groups. But I must say that in the Desert Park we see a great opportunity for intrinsically looking at intertwining into the fabric of our community and society and how we interpret the collections a strong Aboriginal methodology.

There are old grandmothers now that come in—some of them not so old—with their grandchildren. They do not have the capacity to get a car and go out bush anymore or they have health problems. They come into the park and they use the park as a cultural rebuilding/rejuvenation. I think that is something that is really positive in terms of us providing them with the park.

Senator DODSON:  Intergenerational transmission of knowledge and experience?

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes. Even the business model of the Desert Park probably needs to have a bit of a change in terms of what we are doing and how we are doing it so that that may then impact upon the social, cultural, environmental and economic impacts that we see out here and in society.

Senator DODSON:  Instead of culturally mapping this digitally, you do it by experiences that people are encountering?

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes.

Senator DODSON:  Can you tell me a bit about the nocturnal exhibition?

Mr Ah Chee:  We have a nocturnal house. In the nocturnal house we house several different species of rare and endangered species from the bilby to the mala, all the way through to ghost bats and several different species of reptiles. We have a nocturnal tour that operates at night, where we have these particular animals free ranging so that people have the opportunity to witness these animals with our keepers and our guides and then have an engagement with that particular animal, get an explanation about those animals and their habitats. People will not see these animals out in the wild anymore. It has been really significant in terms of getting Aboriginal people, where these animals are a part of their totem or a part of their dreaming, to come in and see these animals. Because they do not see them anymore. There can also be a cultural revival in that, in terms of getting those particular animals and then reliving those stories, going to the Araluen Cultural Precinct, getting that information and then reliving it back in real life and in real terms. I think we are seeing the tip of the iceberg in terms of what we could possibly do with the Desert Park with the facilities and its collections.

Senator DODSON:  We were witness to a modern-day kind of nocturnal experience with these lights at Uluru the other night. I am wondering how much more enhanced the Uluru experience could be if you had actual living marsupials and things that came from that country as opposed to just some nice coloured lights. They were nice, but it is a modern-day sort of encounter. It is not a scene that you will see anywhere else, I must say.

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes. We do have the Parrtjima Festival, which has just started. That is a major festival, which is based on Aboriginal mythology and the artworks. That is projected up onto the range, with very powerful projectors, similar to Vivid, which basically lights up the Opera House in Sydney. That is ongoing. It has funding now for the next four years, and it is a great opportunity for the promotion of Aboriginal culture and the connection to country. It then ties in with what the Araluen Cultural Precinct does and other major festivals that happen in the Northern Territory and across Northern Australia. I would imagine that these festivals will then draw people into the region, because we have the weather, the collections and we have the culture. I think it is a great opportunity.

Senator DODSON:  Do you see that as integral to the Aboriginal gallery that is being proposed? What you have got there and Araluen and other places seems to have some kind of synergies that could enhance the whole prospect.

Mr Ah Chee:  I think there are great opportunities. There is synergy within those particular entities and certainly, from my perspective, what a cultural centre might look like or what a cultural precinct might look like to me is about habitat. It is about people walking through living collections. It is about all of those elements, actually inspiring people to look at coming up with ideas and how we use those ideas. In terms of youth, what technology might be used to be able to tell stories in language and then translate that into Chinese. We look at the Chinese market and all of those markets we are looking at bringing into Australia to enhance tourism. I think there is great opportunity and great scope. It is about education. As the honourable Warren Snowdon mentioned earlier, somebody may not have an education but they can operate technology. It is how we actually make that happen. Interpretation of those collections I think can happen.

Senator DODSON:  So a lot of your interpreters or presenters out there are local people?

Mr Ah Chee:  We do not have interpretation as such.

Senator DODSON:  Guides?

Mr Ah Chee:  Guides, yes.

Senator DODSON:  The stories and the creatures are being presented by local people?

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes.

Senator DODSON:  Local Indigenous?

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes.

Senator DODSON:  Are they primarily Indigenous people?

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes. All of our public presentations are done by Aboriginal guides, and then we have our scientific zoologists and horticulturalists that come in and provide that background in terms of the scientific sense, but then it is about connection.

Senator DODSON:  Thank you.

Senator McCARTHY:  I would like to go to your employment figures and to go further from what the chair spoke about. You say about 25 per cent are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders?

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes.

Senator McCARTHY:  Would you be able to share with the committee what those positions generally might be?

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes. There is a position within grounds maintenance, which basically works autonomously really. That is one of our local Tos, who does a great job in terms of looking at maintaining the grounds and in terms of making sure there are firebreaks and all of those sorts of things. There are a lot of sacred sites and sites of significance within the 1,300 hectares of the Desert Park. We only operate out of 54 hectares. There are six or seven Aboriginal guides. One is a T2 and the rest are T1s. 

Senator McCARTHY:  Can you just explain the T2 and T1?

Mr Ah Chee:  A T1 is a base-grade entry level into guiding. Then the T2 is the next level up from that. That is more of a supervisory role.

Senator McCARTHY:  Is that men and women?

Mr Ah Chee:  Men and women, yes. We have a breakdown of about 60-40, 60 per cent male and 40 per cent female.

Senator McCARTHY:  So, roughly 60 per cent male?

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes. Then we have another admin officer. We have a horticulturalist. The apprentice horticulturist will be starting soon. We have another Aboriginal person who we have on a physical level, because he has a disability. He is a fantastic worker and is there every day.

Senator McCARTHY:  Again, just to explain, we are trying to understand retaining Indigenous people in the tourism industry, especially as part of the interface for visitor experiences. Do you have any advice that you want to share with the committee as to how you retain your Indigenous employment or do you find you actually have Indigenous employees who just stay for a little while and then go?

Mr Ah Chee:  I think that is an area of interest for a lot of the people that work at the Alice Springs Desert Park. Mind you, there is a good environment there. There is a good culture, and having an Aboriginal director actually ensures that people feel a lot more comfortable in working in that environment. However, they still need support in terms of all of the other stuff that happens around keeping Aboriginal people within employment. We are a seven-day-a-week operation. There are rostered hours on. We expect our guides to turn up at 7.30 in the morning to open up, and that might be a Saturday or a Sunday

Senator McCARTHY:  And they turn up?

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes, they do.

Senator McCARTHY:  So, you have a 7.30 start. When do you finish?

Mr Ah Chee:  At 6.

Senator McCARTHY:  What is the reason behind your success? You obviously have a good culture there, but are there other things like mentoring programs?

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes. There was a really strong mentoring program that happened at the Desert Park. It was run by a person by the name of Jodie Clarkson. She put in a whole system of Aboriginal, she called it, cultural fitness. It was about continual reinforcement of Aboriginal culture. I gather within that format there was a framework for the employment of Aboriginal people to be a lot more sustainable and viable in the long term.

Senator McCARTHY:  What was her name?

Mr Ah Chee:  Jodie Clarkson.

Senator McCARTHY:  And that is her specific focus, to keep people employed?

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes. She no longer works at the Alice Springs Desert Park; she works with the Aboriginal Interpreter Services, and does fantastic work there, too. I think that sort of developed a framework and a culture for going forward. We have a very low rate of people ceasing employment in terms of the Aboriginal staff.

Senator McCARTHY:  Of leaving?

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes.

Senator McCARTHY:  When they do leave what are the reasons?

Mr Ah Chee:  They have probably gone to another job or they have left Alice Springs.

CHAIR:  Your retention rate is pretty good?

Mr Ah Chee:  Our retention rate is really good.

CHAIR:  Excellent.

Senator McCARTHY:  Thank you.

Ms O'TOOLE:  I have been to your Desert Park, to the botanical gardens section, which was absolutely amazing. You obviously have some really good ideas on how you can expand, change and grow the business. How easy do you think it will be to attract, train and retain the staff that you will need in that growth period?

Mr Ah Chee:  That is always the challenge, but I think we as an organisation or as a department really need to focus on how we put in measures to ensure that that succeeds and is viable. For example, I am in the throes of transitioning to retirement. I have already spoken to my executive director about that.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Succession planning.

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes, it is about succession planning. It was great, because the executive director said to me, 'Why don't you look at getting somebody who has got a degree, an Aboriginal person, and start working with them and looking at how you can mentor them into taking on the role as it goes forward?' Obviously, within government, you have to go through a process and you have to apply for it. You cannot just hand jobs out to people. It has to be merit based.

One thing I would say about the Northern Territory government is that there have been special measures applied across the whole of the government, which is fantastic. I gather it is how we put in systems and frameworks so that we can ensure that people feel like they have a career path with their employment. Certainly, with the Desert Park, it is a bit difficult. Sometimes you need a bit of a science background, especially in the zoological area, not so much in the horticultural space. But that could be seen as a bit of a barrier for local entry. We are trying to get local entry in now. That is through our traineeships. We have two young Aboriginal people starting through the Aboriginal employment program. They will be starting soon. I just received a text through that my ED actually approved my submission to put those two people on. So, that is good.

Ms O'TOOLE:  How effective do you think it would be if you were to work with the high schools to really get the young people interested in the work that you do so that there is an interest in working in the park?

Mr Ah Chee:  We work closely with the Clontarf program. I am also a committee member on the Girls Academy program, which is about keeping young girls at school longer. That is also really successful. We are limited; we do not have enough spaces to employ too many people. The thing that I would like to see is other Aboriginal groups utilising the actual Desert Park and then developing businesses and running businesses that run through the Desert Park, how they interpret our collections and getting access into our collections. I think that is an opportunity for younger people or people that are interested in starting up businesses, to use that as a base.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Thank you.

CHAIR:  It is fair to say that there is a really strong natural interest in creatures and country.

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes.

CHAIR:  That in itself would be a great seller for the kids getting involved in it.

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes.

Mr SNOWDON:  You have been involved, either directly or indirectly, with tourism for a long time in the centre. If you had a blank sheet, what would you do to get greater Indigenous/Aboriginal involvement in the tourism industry?

Mr Ah Chee:  That is a good question. I do not think there is a lack of willingness from people. There are a lot of ideas and there is a lot of willingness to get involved with tourism. I suppose it is about utilising the experiences that are around and then working with those experienced people that have actually worked in the industry for a while to develop the confidence and the skills in an environment where it is related more closely to Aboriginal cultural learning rather than Western learning. And then, in some way, transitioning that somewhere down the line about how that might happen, and then involving the business side of it, which I think is critical.

I am a big believer that regional and remote Australia should be about yield, not volumes. People do not want to work seven days a week. They would rather work three days a week, but if they are selling their product at yield rather than volume I think that would be a lot more sustainable and it values the product. The only trouble then is that the product needs to be good. It has to be a quality product.

Mr SNOWDON:  You have just referred to your staff turning up at 7 o’clock in the morning to open, and on the weekends, et cetera.

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes.

Mr SNOWDON:  We heard yesterday about a company that I will not mention—it is in the Hansard if people want to look at it—that was operating in conjunction with Voyages. It stopped operating and when we asked Voyages what was one of the reasons they said that, effectively, they are a 365-day-a-year business. They need the people working with them to have the same attitude, as a 24-7 business opportunity, working on a constant basis. Reliability is extremely important. Is that an issue, do you think, for getting Aboriginal businesses involved with, say, some of the bigger companies providing Indigenous product?

Mr Ah Chee:  I think tourism is a hard industry. It is an unforgiving industry and it does not pay a lot. I think that most operators now are really keen to develop products that are more fitted into their lifestyle. People are interested in Aboriginal culture, and everybody knows that. It is how we deliver that Aboriginal culture. It has to be of quality and it has to have sound integrity around it. But seven days a week is hard. For an operator to go there and operate seven days a week and only have one person turning up to go on a tour, it is pretty difficult. That is just the nature of tourism. Everybody faces that in tourism. Whether you are Indigenous or non-Indigenous you are going to face that problem.

Mr SNOWDON:  When you started off, you talked about a lot of the businesses being sole operators.

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes.

Mr SNOWDON:  Obviously, that makes it difficult. 

Mr Ah Chee:  There is a really successful operator here, RT Tours, Bob Taylor. Bob is my cousin’s brother. He was a chef and he left the cheffing industry to work for a business that I was operating called the Aboriginal Art and Cultural Centre, where we trained 60 Aboriginal people in tourism. Now he runs his business very successfully. He has won an Australian tourism award in that short period of time. But he has a lifestyle. He runs his business so that he works six months a year and then another four months of the year he is travelling around the world. He has gone through the whole process of working and getting his experience.

Mr SNOWDON:  What does his business do?

Mr Ah Chee:  He does cultural tourism—food, country and culture. He does food. He does cultural experiences. He takes them out on country. It is out on Simpsons Gap, in the Parks and Wildlife reserve out there, and he is quite successful at it. He just runs small groups. I cannot see his business growing. I do not think he wants to grow his business. He just employs people. As to whether there is a business model such that, once you develop a business, then you can on sell it, Aboriginal people do not think like that. Maybe that is something that can be brought into some type of framework where people can think—

CHAIR:  The longer term process?

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes, long term. Are you building a product so when it gets to the end that is the end, because nobody else can take it over? We have seen things happen like that; there is no succession. Maybe the business was on sold and they just sat back.

CHAIR:  Thank you very much indeed. We look forward to catching up tomorrow.

Mr Ah Chee:  Yes, tomorrow at 9 o'clock.

CHAIR:  We are looking forward to it. Thank you very much indeed. 
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CHAIR:  We welcome our next witnesses here, the Ngurratjuta/Pmara Ntjarra Aboriginal Corporation. These hearings are formal proceedings of the parliament. The giving of false or misleading evidence is a serious matter and may be seen as a contempt of the parliament. As I indicated, these hearings are being recorded by Hansard and attract parliamentary privilege. I would like to invite you to make a brief opening statement and then we can fire off with some questions.

Mr Miller:  Ngurratjuta/Pmara Ntjarra Aboriginal Corporation started in 1985 as basically a royalty recipient for the Palm Valley Mereenie oil and gas fields. From the outset, the royalties that were received, the decision from day 1 was that half was to be divested to the members and the other half was to be invested into varying different things. Over the years the corporation has been an outstation service provider. They have owned an airline. They own commercial properties. They have got investment funds. We are four years into CDP or whatever it is now. We have been previously a CDEP provider over the years. As to the current direction of where we are and where we have come from, we have had failures. We are currently on a forward trajectory with a lot of success. It is in the commercial business realms. We have had an accounting firm since 1992 that has serviced the Indigenous organisations and businesses, but in the last five years it serves anyone from Chinese restaurants to a housing association. We have clients in—

CHAIR:  Did you say a Chinese restaurant?

Mr Miller:  Yes, a local Chinese restaurant.

CHAIR:  That is an interesting diversification. I like that.

Mr Miller:  That is what the corporation is trying to do, diversify. We are playing in commercial businesses, but we are building the respect of public commercial business coming to us for the services that we can provide. We currently hold a CDP contract for the far-west region of Alice Springs. We have an accounting service. We have a labour hire service that also provides HR services. We have a retail store that we own. We own the business. We bought it late last year. We have a concession to run the Desert Park entry station. We have the concession to run the Ormiston Gorge kiosk and campground maintenance, which is new. Last year we bought the Tilmouth roadhouse, which is on the Tanami Highway.

Then there is general work we as a corporation do for our members, which is supporting other businesses and business development as such. That is basically it. This year we will turn over about $12 million, collectively, throughout the organisation.

CHAIR:  That is impressive.

Mr Miller:  We have about 55 full-time equivalent employees. We sit at about 40 per cent Indigenous employment this year. We were at 45 per cent last year.

Senator McCARTHY:  Can you just repeat those figures?

Mr Miller:  Approximately 55 full-time equivalents and it is approximately 40 per cent Indigenous employment, predominantly in our accounting service or in our employment services through CDP. With our strategic plan or what we are following currently, we want to turn over $20 million by 2020. We will hit probably $13.5 to $14 million next year.

There is one other property that I forgot. We own the Glen Helen lodge out on the Western Macs. That is the only freehold property within the Western MacDonnell National Park. We do not currently operate it, but we will from April next year, again bringing in another $2.5 million turnover for the corporation. We are estimating about 12 to 15 full-time equivalent positions available through there.

Senator McCARTHY:  That is Glen Helen?

Mr Miller:  Glen Helen itself, yes.

CHAIR:  Just for those of us that are not familiar with this region, what sorts of area does not corporation cover? 

Mr Miller:  The western region. It starts from Watarrka, Kings Canyon National Park, the outstations along that area, across to Hermannsburg, Areyonga and Wallace Rockhole, Papunya, Mount Liebig and Haasts Bluff. Those are our member communities.

Mr SNOWDON:  He has no idea where any of those area.

CHAIR:  I do. I have a reasonable idea. So, it is quite a large area. I actually picked up, when you first kicked off, the commitment—and I have seen this with many of these corporations—to supplying outstations and supporting outstations. I see around other areas they supply them with generation of power, fuel and a range of goods and services to support them. So, a decision was made to do that?

Mr Miller:  Early on, yes.

CHAIR:  Have you stuck to that commitment?

Mr Miller:  In a form, yes.

CHAIR:  And then you have said that half of what you generate you are going to now put into long-term investments to support the longevity of those within the corporation?

Mr Miller:  Yes.

Mr SNOWDON:  Just so that there is no confusion, the investment plan was once the Mereenie royalty flow started coming in, half would go to individuals and half would go into—

CHAIR:  Individuals in the way of outstations?

Mr Miller:  Outstations, yes.

CHAIR:  Supporting them, and the other half was going to go into investment for the long-term future of the respective clan groups?

Mr Miller:  And that is where we are now. The royalties have effectively ceased. They started slowing down in around 2009 to last year, $6,000 if you are lucky.

CHAIR:  What are your investments worth now?

Mr Miller:  About $10 million.

CHAIR:  So, $10 million worth of investment there, and you are getting a return on those investments?

Mr Miller:  Yes.

CHAIR:  I have to say congratulations. That is an outstanding achievement. I am aware of many others, with all the best of intentions, have really got nothing. Congratulations. Obviously, not only have you followed through on a commitment that you have made; the benefactors are going to be your own community. Good on you. That is very impressive.

Mr Miller:  I think a lot of that comes to the board, a board of 14 Indigenous directors, obviously, as an Indigenous corporation.

CHAIR:  All part of the—

Mr Miller:  They represent either the homeland or the community in those regions. There are 14 different areas that are represented. Ten of our directors still live out on country or in their community full time.

CHAIR:  I am very impressed. I come from Cape York. I represent Cape York, but I have also seen a lot of well-intended corporations that have ended up with absolutely nothing. How much of this investment is tourism?

Mr Miller:  This year we will turn over $2.5 million. The year just gone would have been around $2.5 million.

CHAIR:  Where have you recently acquired?

Mr Miller:  Tilmouth roadhouse, which is a freehold property on the Tanami Highway, 200 kilometres northwest of Alice Springs. We purchased the first door on the right on the end of the mall in December last year, the business owner, not the property.

Ms O'TOOLE:  At the end of the mall?

Mr Miller:  Yes, the gallery at the end of the mall.

CHAIR:  So, you own the building?

Mr Miller:  No, we do not own the building. We own the business. We have purchased the business.

CHAIR:  You have purchased the business so you will be running that as a gallery?

Mr Miller:  We have not bought the building yet.

CHAIR:  So, you are working on that?

Mr Miller:  Yes.

CHAIR:  Very impressive.

Senator McCARTHY:  That is the souvenir shop?

Mr Miller:  That is the souvenir shop, yes. The corporation itself set up an art centre in 2003 and supported it right through until last year. Basically, our board made a decision to assist the artists to form their own corporation. It used to be known as Ngurratjuta Many Hands Art Centre, or Ngurratjuta Iltja Ntjarra Many Hands Art Centre. It is now Iltja Ntjarra itself, Aboriginal corporation. It is another form that the board has supported themselves or supported an industry. That whole art centre now is totally governed by artists themselves, which is what they wanted.

Senator McCARTHY:  Self-sufficient?

Mr Miller:  Self-sufficient, yes.

Senator McCARTHY:  Excuse me, chair. Mr Miller was just saying, of that $2.5 million, Tilmouth roadhouse and the first door on the right of the mall with the souvenir shop. You were going to add a few more.

Mr Miller:  Ormiston Gorge kiosk, which is new. We have only been operating it since 1 March this year, and the concession at the Desert Park to run the entry station and the gift shop, which we have had since November 2012.

Mr SNOWDON:  What sort of business is that?

Mr Miller:  That is a retail gift shop.

Mr SNOWDON:  Is that a good business?

Mr Miller:  It has been, but it was not this year.

Senator McCARTHY:  And also Glen Helen lodge?

Mr Miller:  Glen Helen lodge we just own as a landlord with no operational input.

Senator McCARTHY:  So, you do not include that in the tourism component?

Mr Miller:  No. What we are doing, it will double from next year onwards.

Senator McCARTHY:  Thank you.

Mr SNOWDON:  Their lease expires next year and you are moving back in?

Mr Miller:  Yes. Ngurratjuta will assume operational control of the property.

CHAIR:  How many community participants do you have involved in those businesses?

Mr Miller:  The biggest one is the CDP. Are you asking about our Indigenous employment?

CHAIR:  In your businesses that you operate do you use those as an opportunity to be able to engage community people to go in and work in those businesses?

Mr Miller:  That is what we are doing. We are trying to create an opportunity by having the bases for other businesses to operate from.

CHAIR:  How is your success going there?

Mr Miller:  We are only into it now, as in the acquisitions have only just come forward. The decision to take on Glen Helen has only been in the last three years.  It is going to happen, basically. We are trying to create opportunity for our members or anyone in those communities. We are an Aboriginal corporation. We are a friendly employer, first and foremost, but we want to then create other businesses for individuals. No, we do not want to create it. We want to help foster and administer.

CHAIR:  Are you finding much interest within the communities with people, particularly the younger people, seeing this as a career path into the future?

Mr Miller:  We are. We have some battles. I would like to use Mr Ratara and his corporation as a prime example. Mr Ratara is from the Palm Valley. He has been working for a long time to start his own venture out there. Myself and a CLC employee met formally with Mr Ratara in September 14 out there. The CLC assisted Mr Ratara and his family to create their own corporation and apply for a lease on the old ranger station at Palm Valley. We have helped assist. The corporation has formed. It has a rule book. It has its meeting each year. We have an ABN and we have a tax file number. We have a bank account. We have assisted and we have written an ABA application. That was awarded in September.

Ms McArdle:  It was awarded in December last year.

Mr Miller:  However, that is yet to be received. The sticking point is Mr Ratara has been working formally for over three years now, and the lease on that property is still not finalised. Mr Ratara's comment this morning is he is tired. We are into the tourist season. We are halfway through it now. When this comes on we will have to wait until next year.

CHAIR:  Where is the bottleneck?

Mr Miller:  I do not know, to be perfectly honest. It is between CLC, the joint management and Parks itself. There are three different parties and the consultation needs to go back through Mr Ratara's—

CHAIR:  CLC, Northern Territory Parks and?

Mr Miller:  And the joint management committee that control Parks, which is a mixture of CLC.

CHAIR:  How long have you been going on this, Mr Ratara?

Mr Ratara:  To run the business I have been waiting 20 years and eight years I have been waiting for the lease.

CHAIR:  Eight years?

Mr Ratara:  And I have nearly signed off.

CHAIR:  Eight years?

Mr Ratara:  Eight years.

Mr Miller:  Yes. The discussions have been going for that long. We got behind him and formalised it with a lot of help from some staff at the CLC as well. We took a different approach. We did not go and ask for money to write a business plan. We assisted Mr Ratara to develop the business plan first and then went through the process of EOI with National Parks and all of that sort of stuff and proved the business before even putting the hand up for money. Then we went to ABA to say, 'We've got a business model that is going to work' and we asked for specific stuff. It was to further develop that business and to kick start it. That is what ABA do, as far as we understand it.

Mr Ratara:  We use our own rent money from the national park.

CHAIR:  What reasons have they given? It is just extraordinary that it has taken eight years and they still have not put pen to paper. Have they given you any reasons? Do you have any paperwork on this? Do you have any correspondence that you can offer for us to have a look at it?

Mr Miller:  There is a draft ready to be signed at the moment.

CHAIR:  Have they given any reason why they are not going to sign it?

Mr Ratara:  I do not know. We might be the first Aboriginal people to get the lease on that park.

CHAIR:  It has taken eight years so far. You and I are not getting any younger. I can understand why you are getting a bit weary. If you want to talk about disincentives. Would it be possible for us to have a look at what you have, because I am sure we will take the opportunity of having a talk to the Northern Territory government and to Parks to just find out why. Because it is critical that we get engagement with Indigenous Australians into grabbing these opportunities. I just think it beggars belief that eight years down the track and you still have not signed an agreement on something that they are saying you are the traditional owners of.

Mr Ratara:  Yes, I am a traditional owner.

CHAIR:  So here you are knocking on the doors for eight years. You are the actual owners of the park and you still cannot get a signature on a document to say you can run a business on it.

Mr Miller:  Where it currently is at now is we believe it is meant to be signed in the coming days or weeks, but that was last month when we last met with the CLC. That is just an example of a struggle in Indigenous tourism. You have someone who is ready, primed, wants to do it and has backing.

Mr SNOWDON:  Have you heard from ABA? Have ABA handed the dough over yet?

Mr Miller:  No. Contracts have been signed, but it has not been handed over yet. That took six months.

Mr SNOWDON:  So, September last year you sat down?

Mr Miller:  It was December.

Ms McArdle:  In September last year we submitted the applications. On 22 December we got notification that the department were willing to negotiate funding. Then we did not hear until late January. It has subsequently changed a few hands in PM&C and we have finally got through the final schedules and head agreement last week.

Mr Miller:  It was signed on Thursday.

Mr SNOWDON:  In terms of the work with the CLC around the lease, when did that start with your involvement?

Mr Miller:  Late December 2014, I believe.

Mr SNOWDON:  The three parties are the Northern Territory government, because they are the parks?

Mr Miller:  Yes.

Mr SNOWDON:  The joint management committee, because it is a lease to the Northern Territory government?

Mr Miller:  Yes.

Mr SNOWDON:  So, you are wanting a sublease from the Northern Territory government over the park?

Mr Miller:  Yes.

Mr SNOWDON:  I have got it.

Mr Miller:  That is just an example of timeframes and barriers that are around. It is one of many and it is one of difference. Us, as a corporation ourselves, we are hesitant for our planning in tourism at the moment, because we cannot secure a tender on anything that we have a contract with someone else with, being NT government. It is not a sticking point, because we are prepared to invest ourselves. We obviously have before and we will again. I suppose that is a shift for us as an Aboriginal corporation. It is breaking the mould of what Aboriginal corporations can be.

Mr SNOWDON:  In terms of providing Mr Ratara with ongoing support, like helping with back-of-house work, will you do that and contract to him to do that or how will you do that?

Mr Miller:  We will through our accounting service. It will be a fee-for-service. He will have to pay for it, but the work that I do or sometimes that Ms McArdle does, that is how we as a corporation are starting to give back to the members.

Mr SNOWDON:  So you help them develop a business plan and be an incubator, effectively, for them?

Mr Miller:  Yes.

Mr SNOWDON:  Get them on the go and then they have a business relationship with your accounting firm, which does the back of house stuff?

Mr Miller:  Yes.

CHAIR:  So, you are mentoring, in effect?

Mr Miller:  Essentially, but the other side of it is the board mentor me as well, because they show me what they want too. That is one. We have had a successful one in the cattle industry. It was the same thing again. We helped foster the Aboriginal corporation, assisted with the ABA funding and all of that sort of stuff and utilised where it is. It is only a small turnover, but it is still there.

Mr SNOWDON:  So, that new loop road, the bitumen road, do you think will that make a difference to your business at Glen Helen?

Mr Miller:  I believe it will, yes. At the same time, our interests in Hermannsburg are there. We have a long history in Hermannsburg through an interest in the shop there. It is there.

Mr SNOWDON:  How is the Tilmouth Well business? Is that a good business?

Mr Miller:  Not yet but it will be. It is old infrastructure. We are obviously accessing what is out there to assist us in operating that, as well as putting our own money into it.

Mr SNOWDON:  How much land is involved?

Mr Miller:  Only up to the airstrip. The airstrip still owns that there. There are two freehold lots there. Aside from that there is the station itself. We want to first look at getting the airstrip and the adjacent land around there to allow us to further develop in the future as well. What we are trying to encompass is our region to provide a basis for other business to develop and prosper. We are investing our own money into our own areas to be able to develop. Obviously, Alice Springs is crucial to that, because it is the starting point of any visitor experience and, hence, the retail businesses and getting our branding out there.

Senator DODSON:  I want to congratulate you on the work that you have done and the achievements to date.

Mr Miller:  Thank you.

Senator DODSON:  I remember many years ago Mr Ratara and some of those other fellows who have passed away were the beginnings of this corporation. Do you still have any dependency on the royalty income streams?

Mr Miller:  Nil.

Senator DODSON:  So, you are virtually surviving on your own investments?

Mr Miller:  I put it at about 10 per cent grant income. It was about $870,000 of grant income last year. The CDP contract is worth around $4.5 million. The rest is self-generated as well. CDP is a competitive contract. We are the same as any provider. We get paid on performance. I do not consider that as a grant. It is a service contract. 

As to the future direction, there have been varying discussions, but it is going back into servicing the community and back into the housing realm, the maintenance realm, providing more and more opportunities for the community members that come under us. That is the direction that we are heading.

Senator DODSON:  Thank you.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Congratulations on your work. It is extraordinary. You have done an amazing job. Patience is a virtue and you have got tonnes of it, obviously. I would not. Can I ask about your employment services? Do you offer those for just Aboriginal people or do you mainstream as well and how have you managed to make that successful, because it is very difficult?

Mr Miller:  It is available for anyone, but it is predominantly Indigenous people that are getting picked up for short-term work. The model itself was intended for remote communities. It has not worked so well out there, but that is the understanding and I suppose the concept of what people think RJCP and work for the dole is. They think it is free labour. You end up arguing with people about it. We have sort of backed out. We still do it. We still have some regular contractors who come straight to us in certain communities and they will pick up labour for a specific job. This year I believe we turned over about $900,000 in wages and I would say 70 per cent would be Indigenous in labour hire. 

We do have a contract with Central Petroleum. There are different contractors who are out-of-towners but they come to us first knowing that they can pick up the same two blokes that they had last year. They will turn up and do the two or three weeks work or whatever it is. We have not marketed it as such a lot lately. I suppose us, as a corporation, we spend our time trying to become the best corporation that we can be, but being side-tracked along the way with other issues like CDP. It took us three years. We are masters of administration now and our focus in CDP is we actually get some community benefit out of it.

Ms O'TOOLE:  So, you are responsible for the 25 hours a week, 52 weeks of the year?

Mr Miller:  Yes.

Ms O'TOOLE:  How do you do it?

Mr Miller:  It is a struggle. As I said, we are a master of administration. On paper we look brilliant. My CDP manager told me on Friday night that for the first time since it started we hit our employment target, which is 15 people hitting 26 weeks. We have just hit that for the first time in our region. We have a caseload of approximately 480 and about 280 are work for the dole eligible. Our participation was probably under 50 per cent on a day-to-day basis. It chops and changes. It is one of those things where it becomes a cycle for us as an employer. I should not say that. Our Indigenous employment in CDP—anyone that shows initiative and wants to work becomes an employee of ours first. We are the first people that are employing. We have had three Indigenous employees in CDP that have been there since day dot, from Kintal, Papunya and Haasts Bluff. We have got a couple of brothers in Papunya now who will be pushing 18 months, and they vary from full-time employees to part-time employees. One of the guys from Haasts Bluff is now an activity supervisor for the men in that region and he is born and bred in Haasts Bluff. He stuck it out. He showed the drive, too. He wants to replace the white fellow in the community, and that is what we want to be able to do.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Would it be fair to say by you engaging them in your businesses that there is much more chance of them getting ongoing employment than going into other employment opportunities?

Mr Miller:  It is; we do not identify any position as being for Indigenous. That is just how it is. It is not that we are a friendly employer. That is what we are there for. People have to perform. People have to do their job, but the opportunities are the same. It does not matter who you are in the community. If you need a car for a job you get a car. If you want to go to school we will back you just the same as anyone else. That is how we run through our EBA. There is no distinguishing between Indigenous employment and any other employment. Employment is employment to us so. We have employees across-the-board.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Finally, in the really remote areas where I believe it is very difficult, how are you managing that? The consequence is dire when people lose their income. How are you managing that? Obviously you are doing something that works?

Mr Miller:  Managing?

Ms O'TOOLE:  In the real remote areas.

Mr Miller:  Our closest office is 230 kilometres away from here. That is our closest remote office. Our furthest is 550, which is Kintal. We have generally got the same facilities in all of them and we have the same employment opportunities. We have about four to five positions in each community that are available. How do we deal with remote? It is our area. It is the corporation's area. It is the support of the board and the communities as well. Our biggest success is that we have a direct link to the community, because we have a board member that generally represents the area that we work in. The community has got someone to go straight to, but we have also got someone to go straight to as an employer as well.

Ms O'TOOLE:  Excellent. Thank you.

Senator McCARTHY:  I will just go back to your figures. You said 55 full-time equivalent. Would that include the CDP participants or is that separate?

Mr Miller:  No. It does not include labour hire or CDP.

Senator McCARTHY:  What are your figures with CDP on top of that?

Mr Miller:  CDP employees?

Senator McCARTHY:  Yes.

Mr Miller:  That is included in that, sorry.

Senator McCARTHY:  So, 55. Because we are focusing on tourism, the same again, congratulations to all of you and the board with the work that you are doing. It is tremendous to be able to hear all that you have told us this afternoon, especially given a lot of information that we have received over the couple of days. That helps us to really look at what you are doing and to see what we can take from that to emulate into other areas. This is where I need to just ask you about the tourism aspect. Do you have a specific focus going forward with those areas that you told us, with Ormiston Gorge and obviously you have got the Desert Park and the gift shop there currently and with Tilmouth roadhouse? Do you look at having a section in Ngurratjuta that is around tourism, like a department or a complete focus?

Mr Miller:  That is where we are heading.

Senator McCARTHY:  What are your plans there? Do you want to share that with us?

Mr Miller:  As I said before, the plan is to put the investment back into our area, being the Ngurratjuta area, through the investment in business, which then leads to the opportunities for our members to create their own business, which we are going to foster. We are now at the point of what we are going to do about it and how we are going to pull it together. One of the sticking points is getting a bit of tenure on some places. We do not have to on Glen Helen and we do not have to on Tilmouth Well, because they are freehold lots. We can do what we want with them. We can do as little or as much as we want to there.

Working in park itself you are limited to timeframes. Our last 12-month extension on a concession runs out in three or four months, and with Ormiston Gorge we only have a two-year shot at it so we are not going to be able to invest anything in there to further develop that business until we get that long-term tenure in there.

Senator McCARTHY:  Just to help us a bit here, we have asked you about your success and what it is that you think are the key reasons behind it. Obviously, there is a number. You mentioned the board. We are looking at what the retention is and how we can look at retention for Indigenous people across-the-board? What is it that you would say to us that is not obvious? Is it mentorship? Is it wraparound services? I do not know. What would you say? How would you advise us?

Mr Miller:  A big thing is reputation and pride in what the board has created as an organisation. People are proud to work for us, because the board are proud to be the board of Ngurratjuta.

Senator McCARTHY:  So, it is a culture?

Mr Miller:  Yes. The other thing is we are planning on the next 30 years. We have a target in the next five years, but we are planning. We want to be here in 30 years and we want to be better than we were 30 years ago. So, we have been here 30 years now and it is about the next 30 years. Essentially that is why there is no disbursement of the investment funds as it is now. It is about reinvesting it to get a return on investment, first and foremost. That is what everyone does with their money, you get an ROI.

Senator McCARTHY:  Long-term investment. Lastly, the same question that I have asked: in terms of employees who leave, do you have an indication as to why they leave? Is it something that is not of concern? You seem to obviously be doing well?

Mr Miller:  No. We have struggles. We have high turnover in the hospitality side, with the roadhouse. That is a high turnover.

Senator McCARTHY:  What is that? What are the reasons?

Mr Miller:  The workers that you attract. We have backpackers. The employment services side, CDP, can be hard. I put it down to the remoteness of community life. Alice Springs people will not go and work in CDP. They will not go and work in Kintal, because they live in Alice Springs. They already think that they live in remote. They will not go out there. We are getting applications from people all over the country. Some people are lucky to last the afternoon, when they turn up in the community. Others will do two to three years with us. 

We have had some employees that have come along and said, 'I'm going to give you 12 months' and then they have come and said, 'I like it. I want to go another 12 months.' We have to forcibly remove some people from community. That is just how it is.

Senator McCARTHY:  Thank you.

Senator DODSON:  I just wanted to clear up something in my own mind. Initially the corporation was set up to deal with the affected areas?

Mr Miller:  To receive the royalties, yes.

Senator DODSON:  To receive the royalties and then to distribute them to the communities?

Mr Miller:  Yes.

Senator DODSON:  So, that function is no longer being performed?

Mr Miller:  It is to an extent. We have never distributed cash. We have always distributed to the person nominated by the community to receive purchase orders for the benefit of the community, as the trust rules dictate. Yes, we still disburse. This year is the first time we have ever had to find our own money to disburse, because it used to come in. The money that was received in royalties was just halved. The disbursement has gone from probably $1 million a year in 2006 to, in 2016, our disbursement was $140,000.

Senator DODSON:  Is that because of the drop in the royalties?

Mr Miller:  That is the drop in the royalties, yes. That was my comment about the decision of the board now. It is not about how we sell down our assets and disburse. It is how we keep building those assets to get back up to that disbursement rate.

Ms McArdle:  Building on what Mr Miller said, the board acknowledged that you were not getting the return on the bricks and mortar investments that had traditionally performed well. Hence the move into the tourism industry, because it is seen as having real potential.

Senator DODSON:  Thank you for clearing that up for me.

ACTING CHAIR (Mr Snowdon):  Thank you for your evidence. You have clearly impressed my colleagues, as you have impressed me. Thank you very much for your evidence. You will get a copy of the Hansard and, if you have any issues as a result of that, please be in contact with us. I do not think that we have asked you for any additional information. If you do have anything, could you please forward it to the secretariat by Thursday, 10 August 2017. Thank you. It has been great to have you here. I will close this formal hearing. Thank you, Hansard. Thank you to all of our witnesses. Thank you to our visitors who are here. 

I need two motions from someone to do something. There is a submission from IBA—moved by Ms O'Toole and seconded by Senator Dodson. Thank you very much. That is it.

Committee adjourned at 16:51
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