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INTRODUCTION 

This submission has been prepared in response to the call from the Expert Panel on 

Constitutional Recognition of Indigenous Australians for responses to the discussion paper 

released as part of its consultation process. 

The Business Council of Australia (BCA) brings together the chief executives of more than 

100 of Australia’s leading companies. For almost 30 years, the BCA has provided a unique 

forum for some of Australia’s most experienced corporate leaders to contribute to public policy 

reform that affects business and the community as a whole. 

The BCA has taken a keen interest in the work of the expert panel, not least through the 

nomination of our current president, Graham Bradley, to be a member. 

CONSTITUTIONAL RECOGNITION 

We strongly support actions to close the gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

opportunity and acknowledge the important role that constitutional recognition could play in 

achieving this. Recognition of Indigenous heritage and culture in the Australian Constitution is 

an important part of building the kind of relationships that allow us to work together more 

effectively to improve outcomes for Indigenous Australians and the nation as a whole. Our 

members’ experience demonstrates that this takes time, leadership and sustained awareness-

raising. 

The panel’s discussion paper acknowledges challenges that need to be overcome to achieve 

constitutional recognition of Indigenous Australians. These include education of the 

community and ensuring that people have a sense of ownership in the process. 

Given the difficulties that are inherent in changing the Australian Constitution, promoting 

community buy-in will be critical to its success. The BCA recognises potential risks if this 

historic reform is not approached carefully. A divisive public debate on the nature and/or 

specifics of any recommended approach would be highly damaging to the gradual process of 

building better relationships, as would the failure of a referendum and the disappointment, 

blame and despondency that might follow. 

It is not the BCA’s role to advise the expert panel on the form or the wording of any potential 

constitutional preamble or amendment. What we would encourage is that the panel 

recommend to government a process and a timeframe that maximises the chance of success 

for this historic reform. 
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BUILDING STRONG RELATIONSHIPS 

The Business Council of Australia established an Indigenous Engagement Task Force in 

2008 to identify, extend and promote actions being taken by member companies to improve 

opportunities for Indigenous Australians and communities. As part of its work in this area, we 

conduct an annual survey of initiatives undertaken by member companies to provide 

employment and other professional and economic development opportunities for Indigenous 

people and enterprises. 

BCA members consistently report through the survey that a fundamental ingredient of 

success in their Indigenous engagement activities is building relationships between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians that are based on mutual trust and respect. In this 

context, we are mindful of the significance of the expert panel’s deliberations on constitutional 

recognition. 

In the most recent survey of members’ Indigenous engagement initiatives, for which we had a 

record 74 per cent response rate, the breadth and depth of their efforts and increased insight 

were clearly evident. Of the total respondents, 81 per cent had a formal Indigenous 

engagement initiative of some kind in place. Education and employment initiatives were the 

most common (63 per cent of all respondents), and a considerable number of companies also 

had in place cultural awareness initiatives (49 per cent) and were supporting or partnering 

with Indigenous businesses and organisations (52 per cent). 

It is noteworthy that 49 per cent of responding companies indicated that they have specific 

programs or initiatives in place to raise awareness of Indigenous culture within their 

organisations. Examples of how this is achieved included delivery of cultural awareness 

training and Welcome to Country protocols, and participation in and support of cultural events. 

Many companies also indicated that they promote Indigenous culture outside of the 

organisations where possible. 

Additionally, 31 per cent of respondents either have a Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) in 

place or have one under development. The RAP framework relies on three guiding principles: 

relationships, respect and opportunities. The focus on relationships and respect in these plans 

ensures that organisations build into their overall strategy a set of specific initiatives that go to 

these issues. 

Over the three years that the BCA survey has been conducted, our members have learned a 

good deal about the challenges present in driving better outcomes for Indigenous Australians 
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and the need to build strong relationships with Indigenous communities. They also 

acknowledge that this requires a consistent, long-term approach in order to be successful. 

Also relevant to the work of the expert panel, BCA member companies identify both the 

importance and the challenge of developing internal ‘buy-in’ for Indigenous engagement 

activities within their companies. The recent survey found that even among companies with 

Indigenous engagement strategies, 35 per cent identified this as a key challenge. 

One of the key features of constitutional recognition will be the recognition of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander culture and its significance to our national identity. Our members 

recognise cultural understanding and respect as an important platform for engagement aimed 

at boosting social and economic wellbeing. 

Steve McCann, Group Chief Executive Officer and Managing Director, Lend Lease: “It is 

fundamental to our values that everyone should be treated with dignity and respect. 

Promoting respect and support for the heritage, culture and needs of Indigenous community is 

in keeping with that.” 

David Peever, Managing Director, Rio Tinto Australia: “There is no magic wand, but what we 

have learnt, not only in Australia but from our work with communities around the world, is that 

the first thing you need to do is to seek to understand people and their communities at a 

cultural level and then to build capacity.” 

CONCLUSION 

Symbolic and practical actions to close opportunity gaps between Indigenous and other 

Australians are deeply interconnected. Like the national apology in 2008, constitutional 

recognition of Australia’s first peoples should contribute to better outcomes and a more 

confident Australia. 

Given the national importance of the process, set against the backdrop of Australians’ historic 

reluctance to affirm referendums, the Business Council of Australia recommends a cautious 

approach. The referendum needs to achieve an overwhelming ‘yes’ vote. As was the case in 

1967, this will take considerable time and effort. 

This is a goal which is undoubtedly worth getting right. We congratulate the government and 

the committee on the initiative and wish you well in your ongoing deliberations. 
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