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INTRODUCTION

The liv ing stan dards of Aborig i nal peo ple from

remote com mu ni ties in Aus tra lia, and to a lesser 

degree of Aborig i nal peo ple liv ing in rural and

urban regions, are sim i lar to those seen in pov -

erty stricken third world coun tries. Edu ca tion

lev els are sub stan dard; wel fare depend ency is the 

nor mal mode of exis tence; and unem ploy ment

and under em ploy ment rates are higher than

any other group within Aus tra lian soci ety (Foley

2003). Life expec tancy is sig nif i cantly lower than

that of non-Aborig i nal peo ple. Health and wel -

fare pol i cies and pro grams of the Aus tra lian

Gov ern ment aimed at address ing these prob lems

have argu ably failed while the cur rent focus has

shifted to improv ing well-being by encour ag ing

sup port for employment and business enterprise

initiatives.

Wealth cre ation through enter prise devel op -
ment is an attrac tive alter na tive to income
depend ency upon wel fare pro grams. Enter prise
devel op ment can be con ducted on a range
of scales, from large to small busi nesses, the
 latter category being most char ac ter is tic of
 Australian Aborig i nal enter prises. Small busi -
nesses in Aus tra lia are pres ently cate gor ised
into three groups: (1) Non-employ ing busi nesses
(sole pro pri e tor ships and the self-employed);
(2) Micro-busi nesses (employ ing one to four
 people, includ ing non-employ ing busi nesses); and 
(3) Other small busi nesses (busi nesses employ -
ing five or more peo ple, but less than 20 peo ple) 
(DIMIA, 2003, p. 21). A recent anal y sis of
2001 cen sus data (Hunter, 2004a) revealed that
less than five per cent of Aus tra lia’s Aborig i nal
workforce was an employer or was sim ply self-
employed, a sig nif i cantly lower rate than was
found among non-Aborig i nal peo ple.
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IMPEDIMENTS TO SUCCESS IN
ABORIGINAL BUSINESS
DEVELOPMENT

Aborig i nal busi nesses in remote and rural com -
mu ni ties dif fer from those in main stream Aus tra -
lian soci ety in sev eral impor tant ways. They are
more likely to have their ori gins and con nec -
tions in non-com mer cial or sub si dised com mu -
nity-based activ i ties, have some his tory of non-
Indig e nous man age ment or finan cial con trol, be
com mu nity-owned rather than owner-oper ated
and be more focussed on com mu nity use ful ness
and employ ment rather than profit on cap i tal
(Flamsteed & Golding, 2005). In addi tion, there
is a rel a tive lack of suit able mod els for prof it able 
and sus tain able Indig e nous busi ness devel op ment 
in remote com mu ni ties that could be uti lized
to help facil i tate Indig e nous com mu nity devel op -
ment.

There have been a num ber of pub lished
reports and com ments on the imped i ments or
bar ri ers to sustainability and suc cess in Aborig i -
nal enter prise devel op ment. Descrip tions of these 
imped i ments or bar ri ers are high lighted in Table 
1 and sum ma rised in Table 2. The lack of cul -
tur ally appro pri ate busi ness mod els and related
cul tural issues such as native title dis putes
appear to be the most prob lem atic issue fac ing
Aborig i nal com mu ni ties or groups wish ing to
estab lish busi ness enter prises. Solu tions also need 
to be found to the prob lems of lack of busi ness
skills, access to advice and, in the case of remote 
and regional enter prises, remote ness from mar -
kets and other location specific problems.

CULTURAL FACTORS AFFECTING
ENTERPRISE INITIATIVE OUTCOMES

A driv ing fac tor for enter prise devel op ment by
Aborig i nal entre pre neurs or groups is the desire
to cre ate a better future for young Aborig i nal
peo ple while at the same time main tain ing the
strength and vital ity of tra di tional cul tural prac -
tices. Fam ily rela tion ships are of fun da men tal
impor tance and often take pri or ity over busi ness
activ i ties. Griev ing and atten dance at funer als,
for exam ple, is a deeply embed ded cul tural obli -
ga tion and one that may con flict with day-to-day
busi ness activ i ties. Sim i larly, fam ily obli ga tions
can cre ate ten sions in busi ness partnerships and
can lead to business failure.

The impor tance of tak ing cul tural issues into 
account in busi ness devel op ment in rural and
remote Aborig i nal com mu ni ties have been high -
lighted in a recent research report by Inno va tion 
and Busi ness Skills Aus tra lia (IBSA), a pro ject
that is exam in ing Aborig i nal busi ness train ing
require ments:

Indig e nous peo ple in rural and remote
areas are gen er ally liv ing in a very com -
plex social, cul tural and fam ily envi ron -
ment which has a dif fer ent view of the
world and which engen ders dif fer ing val ues 
and aspi ra tions. Cer e mo nial, cul tural, com -
mu nity and fam ily obli ga tions may have
pre-emi nent pri or ity in the lives of many
Indig e nous peo ple. They can often expe ri -
ence dif fi culty in under stand ing and deal -
ing with the require ments of work ing
within a small busi ness con text that is
based on non-Indig e nous values and
structures. (IBSA, 2005, 9)

In a sim i lar vein, Dodson and Smith com -
ment that

‘Cul ture’ itself is dis cussed in many reports 
as being an influ en tial fac tor in devel op -
ment at a local level. It is argued, on the
one hand, that Aborig i nal cul tural val ues,
tra di tional col lec tive struc tures and con sen -
sus deci sion mak ing hold back eco nomic
devel op ment. They are said to be at odds
with west ern ideas of cap i tal ism and the
mar ket place, and to under mine indi vid ual 
and fam ily enter prise ini tia tives that
require sav ings and profit-mak ing. Some
Indig e nous groups are char ac ter ised as
being opposed to eco nomic devel op ment
because it under mines their cul tur ally
based behav iours and val ues. Other
reports argue that ‘cul ture’ should be cen -
tral to any devel op ment ini tia tive, but are
unclear as to how this is to be achieved. 
(Dodson & Smith, 2003, p. 8)

The impor tance of tak ing cul tural issues into 
con sid er ation in eco nomic devel op ment is sup -
ported by research con ducted by the Har vard
Pro ject on Amer i can Indian Devel op ment, which 
reports that

Cul ture mat ters. Not long ago, the fed eral 
gov ern ment espoused the argu ment that
accul tur a tion was a means to devel op ment. 
Indi ans, they argued, would develop as
soon as they shed their “Indian-ness.”
Research by the Har vard Pro ject finds
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TABLE 1 Imped i ments and bar ri ers to suc cess in Indig e nous enter prises

Source Impediment or Barrier

Coun cil for Aborig i nal Rec on -
cil i a tion 2000, Achiev ing eco -
nomic inde pend ence, Coun cil
for Aborig i nal Rec on cil i a tion,
Kingston, ACT, 3

• Lack of per sonal finan cial man age ment skills
• Lack of con fi dence to enter small busi ness
• Find ing busi ness part ners
• Estab lish ing net works with the busi ness sec tor
• Access to good advice
• Iden ti fy ing oppor tu ni ties
• Remote ness to mar kets
• Lack of cap i tal
• Neg a tive per cep tions about credit wor thi ness
• Restric tions upon the trans fer of native title and stat u tory land

grants

Ahmat, R. (2003). Doing
Indig e nous social busi ness and
enter prise: the view from Cape 
York. Address to the Indig e -
nous Enter prise Sum mit, Can -
berra, 21 May 2003.
http://www.part ner ships.org.au

• Own er ship issues — Unre solved ten sion between com mu nal assets and 
oppor tu ni ties; prob lems with com mu nal own er ship of assets,
resources and oppor tu ni ties and com mu nal rela tion ships and obli ga -
tions

• Lack of plan ning on incen tive and reward struc tures for com mu nity
owned enter prises

• Gov er nance struc tures — Indig e nous social and cul tural imper a tives
often impede effi cient man age ment

• Lack of exper tise, expe ri ence, sup port insti tu tions and net works

Cen tral Land Coun cil infor -
mant 2005. Cited by
Flamsteed & Golding (2005).

• Lack of cap i tal
• Lack of man age ment knowl edge
• Reluc tance of lend ing insti tu tions
• Remote ness from mar kets
• Lack of infra struc ture
• Cul tural fac tors
• Fail ure of NT Edu ca tion sys tem to pro vide basic sat is fac tory edu ca -

tion out comes for Aborig i nal peo ple at pri mary, sec ond ary and ter -
tiary lev els

Flamsteed, K. & Golding, B.
(2005). Learn ing through Indig -
e nous Busi ness: The role of
voca tional edu ca tion and train -
ing in Indig e nous enter prise
and com mu nity devel op ment.
NCVER, Adelaide.

• Lack of access to busi ness ser vices and com mer cial labour mar kets
• ‘Metro-cen trism’ of ser vice deliv ery
• Lack of com mer cial busi ness mod els and sites
• Lack of incen tives for learn ing about and through Indig e nous busi -

ness
• Unre al is tic expec ta tions of wide ben e fits for com mu ni ties involved in

busi nesses
• Lim ited rewards for com mu nity mem bers with respon si bil i ties in com -

mu nity busi nesses
• Prob lems asso ci ated with Indig e nous fam ily rela tion ships

IBSA (2005). Indig e nous small 
busi ness skills devel op ment pro -
ject stage 2 research report.
Inno va tion and Busi ness Skills 
Aus tra lia.

• Cul tural issues such as such as dif fer ing worldview, val ues and aspi -
ra tions, dif fi cul ties in work ing within a small busi ness con text that is 
based on non-Indig e nous val ues and struc tures, con flicts between
work ing in a small busi ness and attend ing to com mu nity and cul -
tural obli ga tions and fam ily peer pres sure not to charge for goods
and ser vices

• Lack of knowl edge and appre ci a tion of gov ern ment reg u la tory
require ments



exactly the oppo site: Indian cul ture is a

resource that strength ens tribal gov ern -

ment and has con crete impacts upon such

bot tom line results as for est pro duc tiv ity

and hous ing qual ity. Not only does cul ture 

pro vide impor tant insti tu tional resources,

but a match between insti tu tions of gov -
ern ment and culture also matters to
success.

Many Aborig i nal busi nesses have man age -
ment struc tures that include non-Indig e nous
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Table 1 (con tin ued)

Source Imped i ment or Bar rier

IBSA (2005). con tin ued • Lack of gov er nance skills
• Low lit er acy and numer acy skills
• Higher costs and lack of access to ser vices and qual i fied staff in

remote areas

Maddern, P. (2005). Remote
com mu ni ties: Where are the
jobs? Pre sen ta tion to the
Bennelong Soci ety Con fer ence, 
Sep tem ber 2005.

• Remote ness — Iso la tion, trans port costs, tiny local pop u la tions, com -
mu ni ca tion dif fi cul ties, lack of local infra struc ture

• Reg u la tion — reg u lated wages
• Wel fare safety net — leads to lack of incen tive
• Dif fi cul ties in devel op ing real econ o mies in remote com mu ni ties
• Gap between cost of employ ment and finan cial return from pri vate

enter prise in remote com mu ni ties
• Poor foun da tional edu ca tion

Philpot, S. (2005). Gov er nance 
train ing for Indig e nous entre pre -
neurs and retail employ ers,
Power Point Pre sen ta tion to
Pro ject Advi sory Com mit tee
of the Indig e nous Small Busi -
ness Devel op ment Pro ject,
IBSA, Mel bourne. Cited by
IBSA (2005).

• Cor po rate gov er nance issues such as
— Inef fec tive rep re sen ta tion
— Untrained board mem bers
— Inap pro pri ate con sti tu tions
— Fail ure to use the con sti tu tion
— Lack of finan cial knowl edge
— Lack of knowl edge about tax
— Lit tle Board con tact with fund ing bod ies
— Lack of insur ance
— Inap pro pri ate use of cor po rate assets
— Fail ure to main tain cor rect meet ing pro ce dures

Table 2 Sum mary of com ments on bar ri ers and imped i ments

Imped i ment or Bar rier Fre quency of com ment

Lack of cul tur ally appro pri ate busi ness mod els and related cul tural issues 6

Lack of busi ness skills and access to advice 5

Remote loca tion issues e.g., access to mar kets and busi ness ser vices 5

Lack of infra struc ture and sup port insti tu tions

Gov ern ment reg u la tions, struc tures and ‘metro-cen trism’ approach 4

Lack of incen tives 3

Poor foun da tional edu ca tion 3

Lack of busi ness net works 2

Lack of busi ness cap i tal 2



man ag ers, a strat egy that can allow Aborig i nal

peo ple to over come some of the cul tural imped i -

ments to busi ness suc cess. The above cited IBSA 

report emphasised the ben e fits of non-Indig e nous 

man age ment, indus try and board exper tise in

Indig e nous small busi nesses (IBSA, 2005, p. 7).

The authors con cluded that this non-Indig e nous

exper tise can be crit i cal to the suc cess and ongo -

ing via bil ity of an Indig e nous busi ness. In con -

trast, Flamsteed and Golding (2005) report that

sit u a tions in which Indig e nous quasi-busi nesses

were pri mar ily con ducted using non-Indig e nous

man ag ers could exac er bate wel fare depend ency.

Of crit i cal impor tance is the man age ment style

and prac tices of the non-Indig e nous man ager:

adopt ing a men tor approach aimed at grad ual

devel op ment of busi ness skills of Aborig i nal par -

tic i pants, com bined with the simul ta neous devo -

lu tion of man age ment respon si bil ity is likely to

ben e fit the busi ness and the Aborig i nal entre pre -

neurs. On the other hand adopt ing a dic ta to rial

man age ment style that does little to promote

skills development or decision sharing is likely to 

perpetuate welfare dependency.

LACK OF BUSINESS SKILLS

Lack of busi ness skills and expe ri ence is an
acknowl edged prob lem in enter prise devel op ment 
by Aborig i nal entre pre neurs and com mu nity
groups (Table 2) and is cur rently being
addressed by a range of gov ern ment ini tia tives.
Of par tic u lar note is the cur rent pro ject being
con ducted by IBSA aimed at devel op ing appro -
pri ate stan dards for train ing Indig e nous peo ple
to be small busi ness entre pre neurs or to work in 
rural or remote com mu nity stores. The one-year
pro ject com menced in July 2005 and spe cif i cally
addresses the train ing needs of employ ees, man -
ag ers and direc tors of small busi ness enter prises. 
In con sul ta tions aimed at iden ti fy ing pri or ity
train ing areas, skills in com mu ni ca tion, lit er acy
and numer acy, com puter oper a tions, under stand -
ing com mu nity and cul ture, deal ing with ‘hum -
bug’ or fam ily pres sures, cor po rate gov er nance,
hygiene and pre sen ta tion, occu pa tional health
and safety, time man age ment, logis tics and mer -
chan dise con trol and a range of skills relat ing to 
finan cial and busi ness man age ment, busi ness
plan ning and mar ket ing, were among the 105

listed skills, knowledge and attitudes discussed

during the consultations (IBSA, 2005, pp. 9–21).
Aborig i nal small busi ness train ing activ i ties

are cur rently being con ducted by First Aus tra -
lians Busi ness (FAB), an organi sa tion funded
by the Aus tra lian gov ern ment that pro vides a
national mentoring pro gram for Indig e nous busi -
ness peo ple inter ested in devel op ing a small
busi ness. At the request of an Aborig i nal com -
mu nity FAB will visit the com mu nity and con -
duct generic busi ness devel op ment work shops
or technical work shops in spe cific areas as well
as pro vide advice and assis tance on aspects of
small busi ness devel op ment and oper a tion. The
ini tial work shop, ‘Dis cov er ing Enter prise’, com -
prises ses sions on cul tural bar ri ers to busi ness,
iden ti fy ing oppor tu ni ties, mar ket ing, the prep a ra -
tion of busi ness plans, finan cial man age ment and 
other top ics. Spe cific busi ness ideas are dis cussed 
and work shopped with FAB staff and further
training workshops are provided upon request.

LACK OF ACCESS TO ADVICE

The lack of access to both advice and busi ness

cap i tal are other reported bar ri ers to suc cess in

Aborig i nal enter prise devel op ment that have

been or are cur rently being addressed through

gov ern ment funded ini tia tives. One of the most

impor tant of these ini tia tives has been the estab -

lish ment of Indig e nous Busi ness Aus tra lia (IBA), 

a Com mon wealth stat u tory author ity estab lished

in April 2001 through the pass ing of amend -

ments to the Aborig i nal and Torres Strait Islander 

Com mis sion Act (1989). The Act, titled the

Aborig i nal and Torres Strait Islander Com mis sion

Amend ment Act (2000), received Royal Assent

and com menced in 2001 (IBA, 2005). In March

2005 the Act was amended to trans fer two key

addi tional eco nomic pro grams from the then

exist ing Aborig i nal and Torres Strait Islander

Com mis sion to IBA, the Indig e nous Busi ness

Devel op ment Pro gram and the Home Own er ship 

Pro gram. The trans fer of these pro grams to

IBA has enabled the organi sa tion to con trib ute

more holis ti cally to the eco nomic devel op ment

of Aborig i nal Aus tra lians through a suite of

com ple men tary pro grams and has placed IBA

as a key player in the ‘whole of government’

approach to Indigenous economic development.

VOLUME 5 / NO. 2 / 2007 THE JOURNAL OF ABORIGINAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

48 LOUIS H. EVANS



Through the Aus tra lian Gov ern ment’s Equity 
and Invest ments Pro gram (EIP), IBA invests
directly in busi ness oppor tu ni ties, usu ally through 
joint ven ture arrange ments with spe cial ist indus -
try part ners. The total Aus tra lian Gov ern ment
invest ment in EIP to date has been $70.4 mil lion 
and the IBA cur rently has an asset base of over
$100 mil lion (IBA, 2005). IBA pres ently is
directly involved in some 28 invest ments through -
out Aus tra lia and 20 in rural and remote areas
in an exten sive range of indus tries includ ing
com mer cial prop erty, min ing and mine ser vices,
trans port, man u fac tur ing, retail and ser vices,
 agriculture and fish er ies, tour ism and finan cial
ser vices. The Aus tra lian Gov ern ment Indig e nous
Land Cor po ra tion is another gov ern ment organi -
sa tion that is mak ing a sig nif i cant con tri bu tion to 
eco nomic devel op ment through the pro vi sion of
fund ing for land pur chase and land man age ment
activ i ties. FAB is also pro vid ing busi ness advice
to Aborig i nal com mu nity groups as are other
fed eral and state gov ern ment agen cies. Invest -
ment in Aborig i nal enter prises by the pri vate
sec tor is grow ing, while min ing com pany sup port
for enter prise ini tia tives is also occur ring, par tic -
u larly in the North West of West ern Aus tra lia.

REMOTE LOCATION ISSUES

The empha sis on remote loca tion as a crit i cal
imped i ment to suc cess in Aborig i nal enter prise
devel op ment would appear to be over stated.
 Seventy-three per cent of Aborig i nal Aus tra lians
live in major cites or regional cen tres (Altman,
2000), where busi ness enter prise is being actively 
pur sued (Ord & Mazzarol, 2005; Foley, 2006).
Access to mar kets and busi ness ser vices should
not be a problem to these com mu ni ties or
groups. While enter prise devel op ment in remote
Aborig i nal com mu ni ties is pre sent ing a sig nif i cant 
chal lenge for both the com mu ni ties and gov ern -
ment agen cies alike, the remote loca tion is not
an insur mount able bar rier. A focus on place-
based cul tural tour ism, arts and crafts, par tic i pa -
tion in man age ment of national parks, enter prise 
activ i ties ser vic ing local min ing com pa nies or
gov ern ment ser vice agen cies com bined with an
inno va tive use of Internet mar ket ing as is occur -
ring in the Aborig i nal art indus try, are all
business areas or strategies that can assist to
overcome the tyranny of distance.

SUCCESS FACTORS FOR
ENTERPRISE DEVELOPMENT

Suc cess fac tors for Aborig i nal enter prise devel op -
ment in Aus tra lia have not been widely ana lysed 
or reported. Rather the empha sis to date has
been on exam in ing the imped i ments to sus tain -
able enter prise devel op ment rather than fac tors
con trib ut ing to its suc cess. Indig e nous Busi ness
Aus tra lia, in their report to the House of Rep re -
sen ta tives Stand ing Com mit tee on Aborig i nal and 
Torres Strait Islander Affairs (IBA, 2005, p. 3),
con cluded that a care ful assess ment of the
oppor tu ni ties and busi ness pro pos als and the
pro vi sion of train ing, after care sup port and
mentoring appear to be crit i cal suc cess fac tors. A 
2001 sur vey con ducted by the Allen Con sult ing
Group for the Aus tra lian Busi ness Coun cil of
Indig e nous com mu ni ties par tic i pat ing in col lab o -
ra tive activ i ties with non-Indig e nous busi nesses
found that mentoring of train ees and work ers,
and the pro mo tion of pos i tive role mod els for
youth were crit i cal suc cess fac tors for col lab o ra -
tion and employ ment activ i ties. Capac ity devel op -
ment for business enter prise is undoubt edly of
cen tral impor tance to suc cess ful out comes
(Schacter, 2000) and can be informed by the
knowl edge and expe ri ence that has been gained
by agen cies pro vid ing eco nomic assis tance to
under de vel oped coun tries (Jaycox, 1993; UNDP,
1998; Bolger, 2000; DFID, 2002; Fukuda-Parr,
Lopes & Malik, 2002; Oxfam, 2002; Lavergne,
2004), pro grams or organi sa tions deal ing with
dis ad van taged com mu nity groups within devel -
oped nations such as the United States (Har vard 
Pro ject on Amer i can Indian Devel op ment;
Murray & Dunn, 1995) and Scot land (Atterton,
2001; Barker, 2005) as well as by author i ta tive
reviews on best prac tice approaches and
emerging policy directions (UNDP, 1998;
Lavergne & Saxby, 2001; Wescott, 2002; Horton, 
Alexaki, Bennet-Lartey et al., 2003; Hunt, 2005).

CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT FOR
INDIGENOUS BUSINESS
ENTERPRISE

In recent years there has been a para dig matic
shift in the approach taken by organi sa tions
involved in the pro vi sion of aid and assis tance to 
devel op ing coun tries from one of trans fer ence of 
resources and tech nol ogy to one of trans for ma -
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tion from within. At the same time, the social
sci ence under pin ning this shift in think ing and
approach is being explored and eval u ated
(Atterton, 2001; Lopes & Theisohn, 2003). The
shift in pro cess and oper a tional approach has
resulted from a rec og ni tion that unless the coun -
try/com mu nity receiv ing the aid is inti mately
involved in the plan ning and imple men ta tion
pro cess, the out come is gen er ally one of fail ure
(Nair, 2003). The focus of devel op ment think ing
and prac tice is chang ing from one of ‘pro cess,
tech nol ogy and pol icy’ to include that of ‘peo ple’ 
and their capac ity to achieve change in their
com mu ni ties, and of find ing the right bal ance
between the two modal i ties. Capac ity devel op -
ment is con sid ered to be an essen tial com po nent 
of the over all pack age, the term ‘ca pac ity’ refer -
ring to “the abil ity of indi vid u als, insti tu tions,
and soci et ies to per form func tions, solve prob -
lems, as well as set and achieve a coun try’s
devel op ment goals in an effec tive, par tic i pa tory
and sus tain able man ner” (Nair, 2003, p. 1).
Capac ity devel op ment efforts are being increas -
ingly focussed on enhancing social cap i tal and on 
the involve ment of civil soci ety in devel op ment
activ i ties (Atterton, 2001). Prin ci ples for devel op -
ment co-oper a tion using a peo ple cen tred focus
include local par tic i pa tion, own er ship and con -
trol, empha sis on the use of local capac i ties, a
sound under stand ing of local con di tions, a coach -
ing, sup port ive role for technical assistance, an
iterative and flexible approach, and a systemic,
long-term perspective (Lavergne & Saxby, 2001,
p. 7).

The value of hav ing a local ised focus in eco -
nomic devel op ment activ i ties, and of aim ing pol i -
cies to strengthen local, immo bile resources — 
human cap i tal, includ ing local knowl edge, envi -
ron men tal cap i tal, social cap i tal and cul tural cap -
i tal — has been stressed (Atterton, 2001, p. 9),
although the influ ence of the wider, enabling (or 
dis abling) envi ron ment on devel op ment out comes 
is also seen to be of fun da men tal impor tance
(Wescott, 2002; Lopes & Theisohn, 2003; Hunt,
2005). Pol icy mak ers are being urged to direct
their efforts to cre at ing the best envi ron ment
or milieu for small firms through encour ag ing
entre pre neur ship, boost ing local pride and social
cohe sion and facil i tat ing access to labour, infor -
ma tion and other forms of assis tance (Atterton,
2001). The impor tance of up-front socio-polit i cal
anal y sis based on the per spec tives of the local

com mu nity, that iden ti fies the needs of inter -
est groups and likely effects of pro posed
development initiatives is also being emphasised
(Andrews, 2004).

The impor tance of using a holis tic ‘sys tems’
approach — tak ing into account a range of scales 
the inter ac tions and inter re la tion ships of the var -
i ous ele ments and influ ences that might affect
the out come of a devel op ment ini tia tive — has
been stressed by a num ber of authors (UNDP,
1998; Lavergne & Saxby, 2001; Lavergne, 2004;
Hunt, 2005) as has the  desir ability of form ing
‘de vel op ment part ner ships’ in which both donors
and recip i ents col lab o rate to iden tify devel op -
ment needs and goals and cre ate path ways and
com pe tent insti tu tions to achieve these goals
(Wescott, 2002; Barker, 2005). Net work ing is
widely recog nised as a use ful capac ity devel op -
ment strat egy for small firms (Johannisson, 1987; 
Atterton, 2001) and has been rec om mended as
a strat egy for sup port ing small busi ness devel op -
ment by Aus tra lian Aborig i nal peo ple (Coun cil
for Aborig i nal Rec on cil i a tion, 2000; Ahmat,
2003; IBA, 2005). The ele ments of col lab o ra -
tive net works and part ner ship meth ods include:
pilot pro grams, train ing and research, eval u a tion, 
infor ma tion shar ing, iden ti fi ca tion of gaps, sup -
port ing local, national and regional strategies and 
the development of common goals, principles
and tools (Wescott, 2002).

Capac ity devel op ment approaches used by
Aus tra lian gov ern ment agen cies to assist and
pro mote Aborig i nal eco nomic devel op ment are
cur rently mostly of a ‘trans fer ence’ rather than a 
‘trans for ma tion’ mode. Appli ca tion of cur rent
think ing and prac tice of capac ity devel op ment in
the inter na tional arena to Aus tra lian Aborig i nal
eco nomic devel op ment will require a shift in
gov ern ment agency atti tudes and approaches as
well as an adap ta tion to local require ments. For
exam ple, the con cept of ‘so cial cap i tal’ in an
Aborig i nal com mu nity con text needs to be clearly 
defined and under stood (Hunter, 2004b), and
strat e gies to enhance social cap i tal more fully
eval u ated. Pos si ble effects of loca tion (remote
Aborig i nal com mu nity ver sus urban or regional
com mu ni ties) on the nature and approaches used 
to strengthen social cap i tal and con duct busi -
nesses should be explored. While address ing
skills short age of Aus tra lian Aborig i nal busi ness
entre pre neurs is another urgent require ment, the 
approach that is taken to train ing and skills
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devel op ment should be cul tur ally appro pri ate
(Batty et al., 2004, p. 16) and pref er a bly occur
within, rather than exter nal to, an exist ing enter -
prise activ ity. A lack of suit able incen tives for
skills devel op ment has been noted as has the
absence of suit able com mer cial busi ness mod els
that incor po rate a multi-fac eted approach of
both com mu nity and busi ness enter prise devel op -
ment (Flamsteed & Golding, 2005). The value
and impor tance of mentoring and empow er ment
through own er ship and enhanc ing self con fi dence 
should be eval u ated. Cross-cul tural influ ences on 
best prac tice pro cesses, incen tives and goals of
eco nomic devel op ment ini tia tives, in par tic u lar
the effect of dif fer ing worldviews of Aborig i nal
and non-Aborig i nal par tic i pants should be taken
into con sid er ation. A recent review of capac ity
devel op ment in the inter na tional devel op ment
con text and the impli ca tions for Indig e nous Aus -
tra lians is pro vided by Hunt (2005) who
describes a num ber of alter na tive approaches for 
capac ity devel op ment that are based on strengths 
and capac i ties that already exist within the
Aboriginal community or organisation. Dem on -
stra tion projects should be conducted to trial
these different approaches, with the aim of
identifying best practice methodology.

AN AUSTRALIAN CASE STUDY

Cur rent prin ci ples and prac tices for eco nomic
devel op ment being espoused by lead ing devel op -
ment agen cies have been applied in an Aus tra -
lian con text in a pro ject involv ing a remote
com mu nity in Cen tral Aus tra lia, the Titjikala
Com mu nity (see Fig ure 1). The pro ject is being
con ducted by the Plants for Peo ple pro gram
(P4P), a capac ity devel op ment and research pro -
gram com pris ing sus tain able devel op ment pro -
jects con ducted by Aborig i nal com mu ni ties in
part ner ship with P4P research and teach ing staff
that involves the doc u men ta tion, eval u a tion and
appli ca tion of tra di tional knowl edge of indig e -
nous plants and their uses. The over all goal of
P4P is to com bine tra di tional and west ern sci en -
tific knowl edge to enhance the well-being and
afflu ence of Aborig i nal peo ple through iden ti fy -
ing effec tive strat e gies for devel op ing sus tain able 
enter prises based on local plant resources. Two
pro jects have been con ducted to date with the
Titjikala Com mu nity. The first one designed to
build on suc cesses of ear lier com mu nity strat e -

gies to reduce domes tic vio lence and enhance

self-esteem through activ i ties based around cul -

tural knowl edge, cul tural exchanges and cul tural

employ ment, the sec ond one aimed at using a

case study approach to develop best prac tice

mod els for the doc u men ta tion, rec la ma tion and

gen er a tional trans fer of Indig e nous knowl edge

of plants of local cul tural sig nif i cance and for

the appli ca tion of this knowl edge in Indig e nous

social and busi ness enter prise devel op ment. Pro -

ject activ i ties include plan ning meet ings and

work shops, field trips to col lect plant spec i mens

and record tra di tional knowl edge about the

plants and their uses, the record ing of this infor -

ma tion on an elec tronic data base, lab o ra tory

stud ies on selected plant extracts, the estab lish -

ment of a com mu nity gar den and busi ness plan -

ning dis cus sions. Aborig i nal com mu nity mem bers 

are actively involved in the planning and

implementation of all project activities. Some

give their time voluntarily while others, primarily 

elders, are paid as part-time research officers.
Ini ti ated in May 2002, a series of meet ings

and work shops con ducted over a 12-month
period com prised plan ning for the Titjikala P4P
pro ject, a strat egy that ensured that there was
ample time for dis cus sion and deci sion mak ing.
The plan ning pro ce dures were con ducted by a
research team com posed of Titjikala com mu nity
and admin is tra tion staff mem bers and var i ous
experts with knowl edge and skills of rel e vance
to the pro ject aims. An Aborig i nal com mu nity
leader who is the CEO of an Aborig i nal com mu -
nity group from West ern Aus tra lia, the Ngalia
Com mu nity, with which P4P was devel op ing a
sim i lar pro ject also con trib uted to the plan ning
dis cus sions, a net work ing approach that has been 
mutu ally advan ta geous for both com mu ni ties. At
the out set a Coun cil of Elders was formed to
pro vide over all direc tion and com mu nity con trol
of the pro ject. Tra di tional own ers and other
com mu nity elders com prise the coun cil which has 
met for mally on three occa sions since 2001. The
first meet ing was to con sider the con cept of con -
duct ing a cul tural revitalisation and enter prise
devel op ment pro ject, the sec ond to endorse the
pro posed activ i ties and the pro posed engage ment 
arrange ments with the host uni ver sity, and the
third meet ing called to review prog ress and
endorse new pro ject objec tives. This ‘bot tom-up’
approach has ensured that the community have
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ownership over the project and overall control of 
project activities.

The ini tial work shop dis cus sions focussed on 
devel op ing an agree ment con cern ing how the
pro ject was to be con ducted and on the ben e fit
shar ing arrange ments that were to be estab -
lished. This was not a ‘prior informed con sent’
approach, in that the com mu nity mem bers and
uni ver sity research staff worked in part ner ship
to decide the terms of engage ment and ben e fit
shar ing approach as opposed to the uni ver sity
team pre sent ing the com mu nity with a pre de ter -
mined pro posal. A research agree ment, out lin ing 
guide lines for eth i cal research and edu ca tion
activ i ties con ducted by the Titjikala Com mu nity
in part ner ship with P4P, was devel oped by the
pro ject team and endorsed by both the Coun cil
of Elders and the Tapatjatjaka Com mu nity Gov -
ern ment Coun cil (TCGC), an elected body of
com mu nity rep re sen ta tives respon si ble for the
gen eral admin is tra tion of the com mu nity and
charged with the author ity to enter into legal
arrange ments with out side agen cies. Fol low ing
com mu nity endorse ment for mal i ties, the agree -
ment was sub se quently rat i fied and signed by
TCGC and by Cur tin Uni ver sity as the col lab o -
rat ing part ner in the research pro ject. The over -
arch ing phi los o phy of the agree ment, the
word ing of which was based on an agree ment
first pro duced by the Ngalia com mu nity (K.
Muir, pers. comm.) and pro vided to the pro ject
team and to the TCGC to guide them in their
dis cus sions and delib er a tions, is described in two 
open ing state ments in the agree ment: (1) All
pro jects will seek a part ner ship approach, engag -
ing com mu nity mem bers in all lev els of the pro -
ject, with the aim to include the best of
Indig e nous knowl edge with the best of west ern
sci ence; and (2) The Tapatjatjaka Com mu nity
Gov ern ment Coun cil (TCGC) will not approve
the research activ i ties of any indi vid u als or orga -
ni za tions that lead to, or in its opin ion are
likely to lead to, offend ing Indig e nous peo ple liv -
ing in or con nected with the Titjikala Com mu -
nity. There fore the TCGC will only approve
those research activities that respect, privilege,
benefit and empower Indigenous people living in 
or connected with the Titjikala Community.

This phi los o phy has directly guided all pro -
jects con ducted to date with the Titjikala Com -
mu nity. A con sis tent fea ture of the inter ac tions
between the non-Aborig i nal mem bers of the pro -

ject team with their Aborig i nal coun ter parts has
been the hon our ing of and respect for tra di tional 
knowl edge about plants and their uses. This
grad u ally turned into an auto matic and gen u ine
response of the non-Aborig i nal par tic i pants as
they were increas ingly exposed to the wealth and 
depth of knowl edge revealed dur ing the work -
shops, field trips and gen eral dis cus sions. The
con se quence of this approach has been a notice -
able enhance ment in self esteem and self-con fi -
dence of the Aborig i nal elders involved in the
pro ject, an out come that has made a sig nif i cant
con tri bu tion to their involve ment in a recent
eco nomic ini tia tive — the enter ing into a joint
venture with a cultural tourism company (see
Figure 1).

GUNYA-TITJIKALA CULTURAL
TOURISM JOINT VENTURE

A suc cess ful exam ple of enter prise devel op ment
by an Aus tra lian Aborig i nal com mu nity is the
Gunya-Titjikala tour ism busi ness oper at ing at the 
Titjikala Com mu nity in Cen tral Aus tra lia. The
Titjikala Com mu nity is a remote Indig e nous
com mu nity located south of Alice Springs in the
Cen tral Remote Region. The com mu nity was
 formed in the early 1950s through relo ca tion of
Luritja, Pit jant jat jara and Arrernte peo ple that is 
cur rently home to between 250 and 300 peo ple
with 40 per cent of com mu nity mem bers under
the age of 25. In 2002, the com mu nity decided
to col lab o rate with Cur tin Uni ver sity in devel op -
ing the P4P pro ject. Empow er ment through hon -
our ing and respect ing TEK and capac ity build ing 
for talk ing with tour ists about TEK was a
direct out come of pro ject activ i ties. In 2005, the
Titjikala com mu nity entered into a joint ven ture
with Gunya Tours to build three lux ury tents as
a site adja cent to the Titjikala townsite. Tour ists
pay over $1,000 (AUS) per night to stay in the
tents and talk with com mu nity mem bers. The
com mu nity mem bers par tic i pate in the busi ness
in var i ous ways, includ ing act ing as tour guides, a 
skill that was devel oped in the P4P pro ject. This
busi ness ven ture is prov ing to be finan cially via -
ble and expan sion plans are under con sid er a tion.

The research agree ment also con tained
clauses relat ing to intel lec tual prop erty rights
of the research part ners. Two of these clauses
stated that

VOLUME 5 / NO. 2 / 2007 THE JOURNAL OF ABORIGINAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

52 LOUIS H. EVANS



New Intel lec tual Prop erty gen er ated
through research work con ducted by the
research team, includ ing all copy right and
neigh bour ing rights, all rights in rela tion
to inven tions (includ ing pat ent rights),
plant vari et ies, reg is tered and unreg is tered 
trade marks (includ ing ser vice marks), reg -
is tered designs, trade secrets and know
how and cir cuit lay outs, and all other
rights result ing from intel lec tual activ ity in 
the indus trial, sci en tific, lit er ary or artis tic
fields will be described as part of the pro -
ject, and com mer cial appli ca tion of such
knowl edge will be nego ti ated by the sig na -
to ries of this agree ment (Clause 9.2) and
that Ongo ing Indig e nous own er ship of the 
cul tural and intel lec tual prop erty rights
in the mate rial on which the research is
based should be acknowledged (Clause
9.3).

It was later decided that these clauses, along 
with sim i lar clauses in the pro ject sched ule
agree ment with the pro ject fund ing agency, the
Desert Knowl edge Coop er a tive Research Cen tre
(DK-CRC), did not pro vide ade quate pro tec tion
of the rights of the TCGC over new intel lec tual
prop erty that might be gen er ated by P4P pro ject 
activ i ties, in par tic u lar the knowl edge gen er ated

through lab o ra tory inves ti ga tions of medic i nal
prop er ties of local plants selected for study by
Aborig i nal elders. Con sul ta tions between com mu -
nity and pro ject mem bers, the DK-CRC, and a
gov ern ment funded Aborig i nal agency, the Cen -
tral Land Coun cil, resulted in the devel op ment
of a new pro ject sched ule. In essence, the new
sched ule ensures that the Titjikala Com mu nity
will be legally rep re sented at any nego ti a tions
relat ing to IP aris ing out of the pro ject, and
that the com mu nity would be enti tled to an
equal share of the col lec tive com mer cial return
to project partners arising from the new IP
generated by project activities.

The approach taken in the P4P-Titjikala
pro ject has been a sig nif i cant fac tor in the eco -
nomic achieve ments of the Titjikala com mu nity.
Key suc cess fac tors in the pro ject have been
empow er ment through part ner ship and respect,
mentoring and net work ing activ i ties. While P4P
was not involved in the nego ti a tions that led to
the estab lish ment of the joint ven ture com pany
oper at ing the cul tural tour ism busi ness, the expe -
ri ence and self con fi dence gained by com mu nity
mem bers through par tic i pat ing in P4P work shops, 
field trips and plan ning dis cus sions have been
iden ti fied as an impor tant con trib ut ing fac tor to
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the devel op ment and oper a tion of the busi ness
enter prise. Cur rent ini tia tives are aimed at assist -
ing entre pre neur ial mem bers of the com mu nity
to develop micro-enter prises based on traditional 
knowledge about plants and their uses.

CONCLUSION

Par tic i pa tion in com mer cial enter prises by
Aborig i nal Aus tra lians is being actively sup ported 
by Aus tra lian gov ern ment agen cies, NGOs and
other sup port groups. Aborig i nal peo ple are
becom ing involved in a range of enter prises
in such diverse areas as com mer cial prop erty
invest ment, min ing and mine ser vices, trans port,
man u fac tur ing, retail and ser vices, agri cul ture,
fish er ies, tour ism and finan cial ser vices. Despite
this grow ing trend a lack of effec tive busi ness
mod els to pro mote for enter prise devel op ment
that are suit able for Aborig i nal groups, whether
they be fam ily or com mu nity based, cur rently
hin ders expan sion. Research is required to
address this and other knowl edge gaps so as to
enhance the active par tic i pa tion of Aboriginal
people in the Australian economy.
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