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Introduction  

The Business Council of Australia (BCA) represents the chief executives of over 100 of 

Australia’s leading companies. The BCA develops and advocates, on behalf of its 

members, public policy reform that positions Australia as a strong and vibrant economy 

and society.    

Our vision is for Australia to be the best place in the world in which to live, learn, work and 

do business.  To achieve this, the BCA wants to see all Australians, including First 

Australians, in a position to contribute to and enjoy our nation’s prosperity.   

In 2008, the BCA committed to a number of initiatives aimed at delivering better 

opportunities and outcomes for Indigenous Australians, in turn benefitting all Australians.  

These commitments and initiatives reflect a clear view that new approaches are needed 

to achieve better outcomes for Indigenous Australians, and that business has an 

important role to play in this regard.   

Over the past two years the BCA has surveyed its members and reported annually on 

their Indigenous engagement strategies, initiatives and outcomes.  These reports confirm 

that BCA members are showing leadership in committing their people and companies to 

playing a significant role in helping to close the gap on Indigenous disadvantage in 

Australia.  More companies are now actively involved across a wide range of initiatives 

and are motivated by a desire to see genuine long term progress.  More companies are 

also working with Indigenous communities, government and other stakeholders in support 

of closing the gap.   

The BCA welcomes this opportunity to respond to the government’s draft Indigenous 

Economic Development Strategy.  The comments provided below reflect the key themes 

that emerge in feedback provided by BCA member companies through surveys and other 

forums as they relate to the consultation draft. A copy of the most recent BCA member 

Indigenous engagement survey results, Uncommon ground, Uncommon results: Closing 

the gap is attached with this submission. 
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Guiding Principles  

The BCA supports the guiding principles outlined in the draft with the following 

observations.   

INDIGENOUS ECONOMIC SELF-RELIANCE  

The consultation paper notes that ‘lasting Indigenous economic wellbeing relies on 

Indigenous Australians taking responsibility for their individual and family well being, 

education and economic independence’.  Policy settings and incentives need to enable 

self-reliance by building capabilities and supporting leadership, but must also allow for 

and encourage leadership and genuine accountability and self-reliance to be exercised in 

practice.  Policymakers need to be aware that policy incentives can create circumstances 

were people are motivated to make choices that may be inconsistent with long term self-

reliance and self-interest.  The impact of high effective marginal tax rates is an obvious 

case in point.   

WORKING COLLABORATIVELY  

Constructive collaboration is highlighted by BCA member companies as a key to success 

in their Indigenous engagement strategies.  Such collaboration requires that policies and 

programs are not only ‘informed’ by key stakeholders (as noted in the consultation paper) 

but that stakeholders share in the ownership of their design and long term aims.  

Government and business need to genuinely listen to and take account of the views of 

Indigenous Australians.  And, collaboration should seek to build opportunities for all 

stakeholders to share in and benefit from future outcomes.   

Genuine collaboration is not easy and takes time.  Many BCA member companies report 

that they underestimate the time needed to build and maintain meaningful and trusting 

partnerships and networks with Indigenous communities.  But they also acknowledge that 

these partnerships often subsequently deliver deeper and more enduring benefits than 

expected.   

Policy development and implementation needs to allow appropriate time for consultation 

and genuine collaboration.  Shortcutting this process to deliver results sooner is likely to 

compromise policy effectiveness and outcomes over time.    
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Governments also need to reflect on how they collaborate with business and the broader 

Australian community.  Many BCA member companies work with governments in pursuit 

of their Indigenous initiatives.  While positive feedback is provided in some areas, 

companies continue to express frustration around the timeliness, flexibility and 

effectiveness of government support and programs.  Often, the quality of engagement is 

seen to reflect the ‘luck of the draw’ in terms of who one deals with in the bureaucracy 

(and how ‘can do’ they are) rather than the structure of the program/support being 

pursued.  New ideas and approaches will require greater flexibility and adaptability in 

people, policy processes and their application.   

SETTING A LONG TERM VISION  

Adopting a long term perspective is fundamental to sustained success in eliminating 

Indigenous disadvantage, but is easier said than done.  Experience shows that setting 

realistic timeframes and expectations for developing and implementing Indigenous 

initiatives is challenging.  The pursuit of ‘quick wins’ tends to results in poor outcomes and 

programs or results that are not able to be sustained.   

Business reports that the temptation is to over-promise on outcomes and under-estimate 

the cost and time required to achieve meaningful and sustainable improvements in 

opportunities and outcomes for Indigenous Australians.   

Clear communication of realistic program expectations, timelines and progress is very 

important in maintaining enthusiasm, ongoing support and focus among all stakeholders.   

STRENGTHENING THE ROLE OF INDIGENOUS AUSTRALIANS IN THE 

ECONOMY 

As the consultation draft notes, recognition and respect for the unique contribution that 

Indigenous Australians can make to our economy and society as First Australians, and 

through the application of culture and traditional knowledge is the foundation on which we 

will close the gap on Indigenous disadvantage.  

However, it is equally important that the wider community understands well that closing 

the gap on Indigenous disadvantage benefits all Australians. And, that by allowing this 

gap to persist for as long as we have, Australia has not achieved all that it could have as 

a nation.   
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Research conducted by Access Economics for Reconciliation Australia (available at 

reconciliation.org.au) shows that closing the life expectancy gap between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous people would deliver sizeable economic benefits and increase living 

standards for all Australians.  Specifically the research showed that:  

• GDP would be 1 per cent, or $10 billion, higher by 2029; and  

• the government would have an additional $8.3 billion in resources due to higher taxes 

and lower spending.   

Likewise research conducted by Access Economics for the BCA (see BCA(2009), 

Economic Impact of Closing the Gap in the Goulburn Valley, available at bca.com.au) 

found that closing the gap in the Goulburn Valley in Victoria would result in:  

• the regional economy being 1.3 per cent – or $61 million – larger in 2030;  

• annual increases in economic activity over the 20 years from 2010 to 2030 totalling 

$216 million (in today’s dollars);  

• on average everyone in the region being over $3000 better off in 2030; and  

• total regional employment being 1.3 per cent higher by 2030.   

Governments together with organisations like the BCA and Reconciliation Australia 

should continue to actively promote the broader community/economy-wide benefits of, 

and the ‘business case’ for, closing the gap.   

RESPONSIVENESS 

The BCA strongly supports recognition of the need for greater responsiveness in 

government initiatives.  This is an area that business has highlighted for improvement (as 

noted above).  Similarly, the BCA welcomes any commitment to greater focus on new 

approaches including place-based responses.   

BCA member companies have reported that their Indigenous engagement initiatives 

rarely go exactly as planned.  But regular reviews and program revision and 

responsiveness help to ensure that desired long term results can be achieved.  

Government support and programs need to be similarly flexible in terms of 

implementation, without losing sight of longer term objectives and appropriate 

governance processes (which may themselves need to evolve).  
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In terms of place-based approaches, the BCA and some of its member companies have 

been working with Jawun Indigenous Corporate Partnerships in support of regional 

solutions and employment strategies.  This approach allows corporates to work together 

with local Indigenous organisations and Jawun to build capacity and leverage their 

combined efforts and impact.  The focus on knowledge transfer and building local 

capabilities and capacity, which is at the core of the Jawun approach, helps to ensure that 

results can be sustained and that communities become accountable for their own 

success over time.   

While regional and remote communities face unique challenges, it is important not to 

downplay (by omission) the challenges faced in urban Indigenous communities where 

economic, health and educational outcomes are often little better than in regional and 

remote communities. Urban locations can also benefit from ‘place-based’ collaboration.  

This point could have been made more directly in the consultation draft.   

Strategic Priorities  

The list of strategic priorities outlined in the consultation draft is comprehensive and 

incorporates the key issues raised consistently by business.  While most of the priorities 

are important in their own right, many are interconnected, which makes further 

prioritisation of the 30-odd priorities challenging.   

Rather than addressing the priorities one by one, the following comments summarise the 

key issues emerging from the BCA’s broader reform agenda and member feedback and 

experience to date.   

EDUCATION  

Better education outcomes for Indigenous youth must be a key priority for several 

reasons.   

BCA research has highlighted the ongoing individual, social and economy-wide costs 

associated with young people not completing 12 years of education or equivalent training 

(see BCA (2003), The Cost of Dropping Out: The Economic Impact of Early School 

Leaving, available at bca.com.au).  Experience also clearly shows that the longer people 

remain unemployed the harder it is for them to regain employment.  These facts coupled 

with the relative youth of the Indigenous population in Australia means that ensuring kids 
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get a good education and transition into work effectively (rather than into unemployment 

or non-participation) must be among the highest priorities.   

Improving education outcomes for Indigenous youth obviously requires higher retention 

rates, but also a sharper focus on skills actually being acquired.  Anecdotal evidence from 

BCA members indicates that some Indigenous school leavers have nowhere near the 

literacy and numeracy skills typically expected of someone having completed high school 

and reasonably required for employment.  Expectations need to be higher for both 

students and teachers. The importance of high-quality teachers and principals and 

properly incentivising/rewarding them should not be ignored (see BCA (2008), Teaching 

Talent: The Best Teachers for Australia’s Classrooms, available at bca.com.au).   

School students also need to be better connected to the world of work, including better 

understanding the opportunities that may be available to them (including in the corporate 

world) and the expectations that go with those opportunities.  A number of BCA member 

companies have very successful school traineeships that can be learned from.  More 

broadly, the BCA strongly endorses a clear emphasis on strengthening transitions from 

school to work and the facilitation of collaboration between schools, employers, and 

community groups (such as sporting groups) to achieve this.   

There are already a number of significant programs in this area and efforts should be 

made to replicate and grow what is already working before looking to develop new 

solutions/strategies.  

JOBS  

Job strategies are an important focus of the BCA given the significance of its membership 

as large employers and the number that have developed targeted Indigenous 

employment initiatives.   

By far the biggest challenge highlighted by BCA members is identifying so-called ‘job-

ready’ Indigenous candidates. There are several aspects to this including:  

• Increasing the pool of available potential trainees and job candidates.  

- Companies continue to report that many Indigenous candidates do not have the 

basic skills needed to achieve entry-level employment and that training provided 

through job services is not addressing this.  
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• The challenge of matching skill needs/positions with available candidates. 

- Limited entry-level positions makes this even harder.  

- Identifying potential candidates and matching them to job opportunities is time- 

and resource-intensive.  

- Companies report dissatisfaction with the quality of support provided by job 

service providers in understanding the needs of business, identifying suitable 

candidates and assisting them to achieve appropriate job readiness.  

- Fragmentation and lack of collaboration among job services is also cited as a 

weakness.   

The BCA supports efforts to trial new ways of job brokering.  Consideration may also 

need to be given to the incentives provided to job services providers and whether they 

strike the right balance in promoting good outcomes through competition at the expense 

of collaboration and in terms of supporting the appropriate training and placement of 

relatively more disadvantaged job seekers.    

The BCA also considers that close attention should be paid to progress being achieved 

through regional or placed-based employment strategies which provide a framework for 

collaboration across business, government and community and for collectively addressing 

a range of barriers to higher Indigenous employment simultaneously.   

INDIGENOUS BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT  

The growth of successful Indigenous businesses provides a clear ‘win-win’ in terms of 

directly fostering wealth creation and by generating flow-on benefits because Indigenous 

businesses tend to hire a high proportion of Indigenous employees.  The BCA welcomes 

the prioritisation of this issue in the consultation draft.  

BCA member companies are increasingly looking to link the growth of Indigenous 

businesses to their own growth through proactive procurement policies. This is being 

enabled through the Australian Indigenous Minority Supplier Council (AIMSC), which 

provides a direct business-to-business purchasing link between corporate Australia, 

government agencies and Indigenous-owned businesses.  
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AIMSC is a good example of the benefits and opportunities that can be created through 

innovation and collaboration. Supported by government and business, AIMSC builds 

connections for Indigenous and non-Indigenous businesses to work together for mutual 

benefit. There is significant scope to continue to grow the number of successful 

Indigenous business in Australia through AIMSC.  Crucial to this is ensuring that 

Indigenous businesses are supported to grow sustainably and that any new 

policies/initiatives in this area (including the Indigenous Opportunities Policy) are 

developed in close collaboration with AISMC and its partners.   

INCENTIVES  

The adverse impacts of high effective marginal tax rates (EMTRs) on workforce 

participation are well known.  The problem being that as long as Australia has a targeted 

welfare system we will also have high EMTRs.   

The BCA considers that efforts should be made to understand how high EMTRs can be 

better addressed during the transition to work. For example by more generously 

staggering the withdrawal of certain benefits for job seekers with significant/multiple 

barriers to unemployment until some degree of employment/income security has been 

established.  At some point high EMTRs will kick in, but hopefully at a stage when 

individuals are more confident in their future prospects and income and better able to 

manage their financial circumstances. The provision of financial literacy training and 

support through this transition would assist in such outcomes.   

BROADER LESSONS FROM BUSINESS 

BCA member companies are adopting many and varied approaches to addressing 

Indigenous disadvantages. Despite this diversity, there are some strong lessons that can 

be learned about how the chief executives and their companies are engaging which have 

implications for the actions and approaches of government and bureaucracies.  

First and foremost companies have been prepared to take risks. They have done so by 

engaging in and supporting new initiatives, forming strategic partnerships with new 

stakeholders and in some instances by making significant public commitments including 

through Reconciliation Action Plans (RAPs).  These risks have been managed in a 

number of ways, including through the appointment of senior and very talented people to 

manage partnerships and program implementation.   



BCA Submission to the Draft Indigenous Economic Development Strategy   December 2010 
 

 

Business Council of Australia 11 

Virtually all BCA member companies with Indigenous initiatives have committed to driving 

cultural change through their organisation. In other words, they have committed to doing 

things differently to support better outcomes.  And, they have invested significant time 

and money in doing so.   

BCA member companies have also demonstrated an exceptional willingness to share 

information about what they are doing, what has worked and what has not.  This has 

been facilitated by the BCA through the establishment of a Business-Indigenous Network, 

as well as through offers from individual companies to help others build effective 

strategies.  

And perhaps most importantly, companies have been prepared to be accountable for 

successes and failures – again for example through their RAP updates – and in some 

cases in responding to public concerns/criticisms.   

The government has shown significant leadership through the closing the gap 

commitments and strong support for innovative approaches like AIMSC and other 

programs.  But significant progress from here is likely to require:  

• greater risk taking, and with it better outcomes but also some failures along the 

way;  

• greater diversity of approach (i.e. not one-size-fits all); 

• better information sharing;  

• more genuine collaboration (and with it greater trust in business and community 

organisations); and  

• real responsiveness.  

The question is whether government departments and bureaucracies are themselves 

adaptive enough in terms of their culture, policy processes and governance structures to 

support more risk, information sharing and collaboration.   

Next steps  

The consultation draft includes an almost exhaustive list of potential strategic priorities 

and actions.   

In reality, much is already being done in many of the priority areas highlighted, some of it 

very well. The focus from here should be on:  
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• finding what is really working; 

• connecting people and organisations to programs that are working (including across 

governments); 

• supporting and growing successful programs (and risk takers); and 

• sharing information about what works and what doesn’t so good ideas can be 

replicated and bad ones avoided.  

The most significant question or concern that emerges from consideration of the 

consultation draft is how the extensive list of strategic priorities is itself to be prioritised 

and implemented.  

Likewise it is not clear how constructive collaboration on these priorities is to be facilitated 

across key stakeholders including Indigenous communities and organisations, state 

governments, business, community organisations and the broader public.   

Each region and Indigenous community will have its own unique strengths and 

challenges.  Each will be considering and addressing the strategic issues outlined in the 

consultation draft at different paces and in different ways.   

The challenge for government in developing an Action Plan from the consultation draft will 

be outlining an approach that: 

• supports regions and communities to identify their own aspirations and actions that 

target the most important strategic priorities for their community;  

• promotes the dissemination of information about current programs and learnings from 

past experience, and  

• facilitates effective collaboration among key stakeholders.   

In other words if a new plan is needed it should provide a framework for locally driven 

solutions.  
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The BCA is concerned that a single national Action Plan seeking to simultaneously 

address the entire range of strategic priorities outlined in the consultation draft will prove 

unmanageable.  Similar concerns have been expressed by the BCA in regard to the 

COAG agenda and the lessons learned there should be heeded in regard to the 

development of an Action Plan.   

Conclusions  

The BCA welcomes the government’s commitment to addressing Indigenous 

disadvantage in Australia.  Open and honest communication about what this entails, the 

benefits of doing so and genuine progress will be fundamental to sustaining wide-spread 

support for the investments needed to close the gap.  The BCA welcomes and strongly 

endorses the commitment to regularly report against any Action Plan and the closing the 

gap targets.  

For its part the BCA is committed to further expansion of business engagement to close 

the gap, including through ongoing collaboration with key strategic partners including the 

federal government, Jawun Indigenous Corporate Partnerships, AISMC, the Australian 

Employment Covenant and Reconciliation Australia.   

The BCA believes it has an important role play in communicating the importance of 

closing the gap, bringing scale to new solutions – particularly in the areas of education, 

employment and Indigenous business development, and in connecting people and ideas.   

BCA members believe there is a strong common ground between business, the 

community – Indigenous and non-Indigenous, and all sides of politics on these important 

issues, which provides reason to be optimistic about the progress that might be achieved 

in the years ahead.    


