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Patrick Tjungurrayi, a senior Pintupi leader, has had to leave his home community of 
Kiwirrkurra to live in Alice Springs for dialysis. The Business Council of Australia and 
Australian Unity are proud partners of Western Desert Nganampa Walytja Palyantjaku 
Tjutaku, an innovative organisation working to enable Patrick and many others like him to 
return home by providing dialysis services in the remote communities of Kintore, 
Yuendumu, Hermannsburg, Warburton and Lajamanu and through their mobile dialysis unit 
‘the Purple Truck’.  
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ABOUT THIS PUBLICATION 
The Business Council of Australia (BCA) brings together the chief executives of more than 100 of 
Australia’s leading companies. The BCA’s vision is for Australia to be the best place in the world 
in which to live, learn, work and do business. 

The BCA is committed to supporting the success of Indigenous Australians, and to helping create 
the social and economic conditions in which First Australians can achieve their potential. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and cultures enrich our nation. The unique 
Indigenous demographic profile means they are one of Australia’s youngest and fastest-growing 
human resources. Enduring prosperity in Australia won’t be possible while significant overall 
disparities persist between Indigenous peoples and the rest of the population in measures of 
health, education and economic inclusion. 

This is the fifth annual report of the Indigenous engagement efforts of the BCA’s members. 
A summary of the report is available at www.bca.com.au. 

SURVEY AIM AND SCOPE 
Since 2009 the Business Council of Australia has surveyed its member companies on their 
Indigenous employment, economic and community development activities. This year the survey 
focused on four main areas of business–Indigenous engagement: employment, education, 
procurement/supplier diversity, and community partnerships.  

In gathering both qualitative and quantitative data on BCA member activities, the survey report 
aims to highlight the collective impact and success factors of Indigenous engagement as well as 
better understand shared challenges. 

This year the survey report includes case studies and thematic findings from research into the 
impacts of business–Indigenous engagement on Indigenous employees, businesses and 
community partners. The case studies were compiled by Indigenous consultancy Winangali.  

The 2013 survey questionnaire was distributed to 126 companies. Ninety-five companies 
completed the survey. The results were calculated and reviewed for this report. With the exception 
of selected quotes and case studies, individual survey responses remain confidential. 

Throughout the report, the term ‘Indigenous’ is used to describe Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples. 
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KEY FINDINGS 
In 2013 BCA members: 

PURCHASED over $2 billion in contracts, goods and services from Indigenous businesses 
and joint ventures 

EMPLOYED a workforce of between 17,000 and 20,000 Indigenous Australians, including 
3,500 new employees and trainees in 2013 

INVESTED $35 million in education, with 74 per cent of respondents involved in Indigenous 
education-related programs or partnerships 

BUILT capacity through 100,000 hours of pro bono support to Indigenous organisations and 
communities 

WORKED towards reconciliation through sustained relationships with Indigenous 
organisations and communities, workplace cultural awareness, hosting events during 
NAIDOC and National Reconciliation Week, and supporting efforts toward constitutional 
recognition of the First Australians 

Eighty-four companies have a specific Indigenous engagement strategy – a 10 per cent 
increase on 2012 (72 companies). In 2009 there were 28 companies with formalised 
strategies. 

The economic footprint of business–Indigenous engagement continues to broaden to include 
much more than direct Indigenous employment. Growing numbers of BCA companies are 
purchasing products and services from Indigenous businesses and joint ventures. Investment 
in education is increasing, as are contributions of pro bono support to strengthen and build 
capacity in Indigenous communities and organisations. 

To achieve their goals, BCA members are building long-term, mutually beneficial relationships 
and partnerships with Indigenous communities, businesses and organisations. 

Not knowing where to start, lack of internal buy-in and lack of resources are the key barriers. 

There is an increased focus on aligning activities and resources with business objectives, 
rather than a philanthropic approach of grants and donations.  

Eighty-five per cent of respondents said they would like to collaborate with other 
BCA member companies to help realise their Indigenous engagement aspirations. 
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COMPARISON WITH RESULTS FROM PREVIOUS YEARS  
Comparing survey results in 2013 with the first survey in 2009 shows a story of continuing growth, 
learning and, increasingly, success. Each year more companies have made Indigenous 
engagement part of their agenda. Each year the list of engagement activities and the scale of 
investment have expanded. 

BCA INDIGENOUS ENGAGEMENT: A STORY OF CONTINUING GROWTH 

 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 
Number of 
responses 

35  
companies 

46 
companies 

88 
companies 

95 
companies 

95 
companies 

Indigenous 
engagement 
strategies 

28 
companies 

40 
companies 

71 
companies 

72 
companies 

84 
companies 

Indigenous 
employment 
strategies 

21 
companies 

29 
companies 

55 
companies 

44 
companies 

59 
companies 

Increase in 
Indigenous 
employees/trainees 
in the last 12 
months1 

N/A 700 Over 1,430 Over 2,700 Over 3,500 

Reconciliation 
Action Plan (RAP) 

9 
companies 

14 
companies 

22 
companies 

29 
companies 

28 
companies2 

Used an 
Indigenous 
business in supply 
chain 

16 
companies 

17 
companies 

N/A 43 
companies 

49 
companies 

Member of Supply 
Nation 

16 
companies 

17 
companies 

22 
companies 

35 
companies 

48 
companies 

Implemented 
workplace cultural 
awareness/ 
education 

N/A 24 
companies 

43 
companies 

49 
companies 

50 
companies 

Member of the 
BCA’s Business–
Indigenous 
Network3 

30 
companies 

30 
companies 

32 
companies 

50 
companies 

80 
companies 

Main barriers Slower 
and more 
resource 
intensive 
than 
expected 

Time,  
effort and 
resourcing 

Not in 
line with 
business 
objectives 
Limited 
resources 

Limited 
resources 
Lack of 
expertise 

Limited 
resources 
Not 
knowing 
where to 
start 

 

1. Many companies do not identify their Indigenous employees. 
2. Another 18 companies responded that they were developing a RAP. 
3. The BCA’s Business–Indigenous Network of member companies meets at least four times a year to share 

experiences of their Indigenous engagement activities.
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DETAILED RESULTS 

 

“Commitment to community is one of [our company’s] core values. As an Australian 
firm that is part of a global network, it is appropriate that we work to address one of 

the nation’s greatest social and economic failings, that of the inequity between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.” – Survey respondent 

 

20% 

15% 

15% 

15% 

10% 

10% 

10% 

10% 

5% 

5% 

2% 

2% 

20% 

Energy 

Finance and insurance 

Business and professional services 

Mining 

Mining-related services 

Manufacturing 

Construction 

Retail and wholesale trade 

Transport and storage 

Information, media and telecommunications 

Tourism and hospitality 

Agriculture, aquaculture, forestry and fisheries 

Other 

Main business sector of respondents 

92% 

70% 

60% 

52% 

42% 

33% 

Desire to reflect the community/ 
communities in which the company operates 

CEO/board commitment 

Industry best practice 

Expectations of staff 

Expectations of customers/clients 

Location of business 

Main reasons why member companies implement 
Indigenous engagement strategies 
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“Some of our business units are confronting tough market circumstances, and the 
consequent cost focus entails less funds available for scholarships, sponsorships and 

the like. The more closely aligned an Indigenous engagement activity is with a 
business opportunity, the greater will be the willingness to prioritise that activity.” 

– Survey respondent 

 

75% 

70% 

65% 

65% 

60% 

60% 

60% 

55% 

50% 

35% 

20% 

20% 

Employment and training initiatives 

Support for Indigenous education initiatives 

Cultural awareness/ 
workplace readiness training 

Using protocols, e.g. Welcome to Country/ 
Acknowledgement of Country 

Using Indigenous businesses 

Supporting NAIDOC/ 
National Reconciliation Week 

Direct financial contributions, e.g. sponsorships 

Partnering with/mentoring 
Indigenous organisations 

Pro bono support for Indigenous organisations 

Encouraging suppliers to use 
Indigenous businesses 

Tailored products/services for 
Indigenous customers 

Support/involvement in the campaign 
for constitutional recognition 

Main Indigenous engagement activities 

80% 

75% 

70% 

70% 

65% 

35% 

30% 

25% 

25% 

15% 

 5%  

Increased staff awareness/engagement 

Enhanced corporate culture 

Strengthened relationships 
with local communities 

Reputational 

A more diverse workforce 

Competitive advantage 

A more diverse supply chain 

Building up/strengthening our local workforce 

Annual reporting 

Increased overall staff retention 
(i.e. overall Indigenous and non-Indigenous) 

Reduced costs (e.g. through sourcing 
local labour, or local suppliers) 

Benefits of Indigenous engagement strategies 
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65% 

60% 

50% 

50% 

35% 

35% 

30% 

25% 

15% 

10% 

Indigenous organisations 

Reconciliation Australia 

Supply Nation 

Community organisations 

Commonwealth, state or local governments 

Jawun 

Business Council of Australia 

GenerationOne 

Provider/Group Training Organisation 

Local/regional Indigenous 
chamber of commerce 

Where are BCA members getting Indigenous engagement  
advice and support? 

40% 

35% 

25% 

Yes 

Indigenous engagement sits in the portfolio 
of a staff member with other responsibilities 

No 

Do you have a dedicated employee who oversees your 
company’s Indigenous initiatives? 
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EMPLOYMENT AND TRAINING 
Employment and training initiatives remain the top-ranked Indigenous engagement activity of 
BCA members, with 75 per cent of members responding that their company had an Indigenous 
training or employment focus. 

Among survey respondents, the total Indigenous workforce is between 15,000 and 20,000, 
not including contractors. Several respondents said they did not have any processes in place to 
count their Indigenous workforce. 

Ninety per cent of respondents have had their Indigenous workforce increase over the last 
12 months. One company, whose Indigenous workforce had decreased, noted that this was 
because of overall business conditions and contractions in the size of their total workforce. 
Eighty per cent responded that they plan to take on more Indigenous employees in the next 
12 months. 

The largest industries of employment are retail and mining. Energy, construction, banking, mining-
related services also have significant numbers of Indigenous employees.  

Twelve per cent of companies say their Indigenous retention rates are higher than normal, 20 per 
cent say lower and 68 per cent say they are either the same or they don’t know.  

“Developing an employment strategy required greater understanding of our baseline 
and building a direct awareness of our performance, i.e. what we are and are not 

doing well. We asked some of our Indigenous employees for their input on what we do 
well and what we need to do better. Cultural awareness training has created a 

foundation to build higher levels of competency in the company.” – Survey respondent 

 
  

70% 

60% 

60% 

55% 

50% 

45% 

40% 

20% 

Mentoring, on-the-job support 

Community engagement 

Pre-employment preparation/training for recruit 

Workplace preparation/training 

Tailored human resources practices 

Cadetships or school-based programs 

Working with a good training provider/s 

Partnership with TAFE/VET/tertiary institution 

Successful strategies to increase Indigenous employment 
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Indigenous employment: barriers and challenges 
BCA member companies are largely shifting their attention from Indigenous employment demand 
to supply. Now that many companies have set significant targets – either public or internal – the 
challenge is to increase the flow of talent into employment opportunities. This is prompting an 
increased focus on creating more pathways into employment from education, and removing some 
of the barriers preventing Indigenous people from entering through mainstream recruitment 
systems and practices.  

“Big companies like ours shouldn’t be hiding behind government funding as a reason, 
but obviously the complicated issues around Indigenous education and fitness to work 

fall within government responsibility.” – Survey respondent 

 
  

65% 

50% 

30% 

30% 

30% 

20% 

20% 

20% 

20% 

15% 

15% 

Lack of appropriately qualified candidates 

Difficulty finding candidates 

Social/community/family issues affecting the 
capacity of Indigenous employees to stay in the role 

Need for more pre-employment or vocational 
training to make candidates job ready 
Increased competition for Indigenous 

candidates among businesses 

Difficulty retaining Indigenous staff 

Insufficient government assistance for supports 
like pre-employment training and mentoring 

Location of our business 

Cost of training/apprenticeships 
and on-the-job support 

Lack of internal buy-in/focus 

Difficulty spreading/embedding 
good practice throughout the business 

Employment barriers/challenges 
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INDIGENOUS ENGAGEMENT IMPACT STORY 

Employment: Woolworths and Debbie Davidson 

After being unemployed for two years, Debbie Davidson never imagined that she would now 
be leading an online shopping team. But the Woolworths Fastrack program and ongoing 
support have helped Debbie learn new skills and quickly rise to a leadership position within 
the business.  

While she had received career support during the program from a range of sources from HR 
and area managers to her own personal mentor, Debbie found that the key element of 
Fastrack was that “it’s very self-driven. Although you have got the support ... I still had to be 
self-driven”.  

Even though Fastrack has an individual focus, Debbie acknowledges that a key part of her 
success was communication with her managers, and simply asking for advice and help when 
she needed it. “I know in our culture we are very proud. You have got to be able to step back 
a bit from your pride and ask for help and support and that’s what got me through, definitely.”  

Her experiences in the program have motivated Debbie to want to become a mentor to future 
participants. She particularly wants to spread the key lesson from her time in Fastrack that 
“the company will support you, you just have to ask ... they taught me to see myself as the 
strong-willed woman that I can be”. 

Debbie said that having an understanding of Woolworths and the way policies and 
procedures work, combined with her cultural knowledge and understanding of the issues 
faced by Indigenous Australians entering the workforce, will help ensure there are more 
success stories like her.  

She believes that companies who are willing to learn about the Indigenous community and 
incorporate what they learn into their policies and procedures while maintaining a good 
mentoring system like she experienced will lead to plenty of “good, hard-working employees. 
Regardless of whether you are a woman, black, white, pink, it doesn’t matter. If you put your 
mind to anything, you can do it”. 
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Training and employment partners and government support 
Sixty per cent of companies have worked with specialised providers dealing in Indigenous 
training/recruitment/placement and/or mentoring. 

When asked to list what made an employment/training provider high performing, the following 
attributes were listed: 

• Understanding of the business and business needs 

• Understanding of candidate/student/cadet needs and thoughtful matching of candidates with 
businesses 

• Preparedness to tailor their training to meet the goals and requirements of a specific company 

• On-the-ground experience and track record 

• Local Traditional Owner support and networks 

• Continuity of service and staff 

• Commercial orientation and pragmatism (balance of community and commercial needs) 

• Excellent mentoring and case management 

• Understanding how to make their training relevant 

• Close working relationships with employers 

• Seeing the opportunity for a candidate holistically and not just as a placement attracting a fee. 

Forty-six companies either have or are developing a Reconciliation Action Plan and 24 companies 
are Australian Employment Covenant (AEC)/GenerationOne employers. 

Twenty-four companies have accessed, either directly or indirectly, government funding for 
employment support. Eleven companies received some support for cadets and trainees, 
nine companies received project funding and eight received wage subsidies.  

Twenty companies used a Job Services Australia (JSA) provider.  

50% 

45% 

45% 

30% 

30% 

30% 

25% 

Advice on how to incorporate 
sustainable Indigenous employment 
practices in our mainstream systems 

Collective or industry-based approaches to 
workforce development where we can partner 

with like companies to scale our investment 

Funding for workplace 
readiness/cultural awareness 

Relationships with tertiary 
institutions/TAFEs/VET providers 

Funding for pre-employment training 

Demand-led vocational 
education and training services 

Advice/information on good providers/Group 
Training Organisations/Employment Services 

What would help BCA members increase/retain their 
Indigenous workforce? 
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INDIGENOUS ENGAGEMENT IMPACT STORY 

Employment: Transfield Services and Llewellyn Williams 

Indigenous Development Manager at Transfield Services, Llewellyn Williams, believes that 
the key to someone moving forward is to understand what’s been stopping them in their life. 
“Once you understand that, you can push through. You need to understand their behaviour, 
the cultural and historical context.” 

Llewellyn says it’s the same with Australian businesses. “We are now seeing corporate 
leaders taking the steps to understand how they have contributed to limiting the growth of 
Indigenous people. At Transfield Services our leaders have taken public responsibility 
through our Reconciliation Action Plan and our Indigenous Advisory Board to increase 
Indigenous participation across the business.” 

Though Llewellyn acknowledges that her role is a challenging one, she is excited about the 
opportunity to grow Indigenous employment at Transfield Services. Through cooperation and 
encouraging a culture of understanding, the company has already exceeded its target of 
4 per cent Indigenous employment, reaching 4.5 per cent, up from 3 per cent in 2010, 
which according to Llewellyn “means we are doing something right”. 

She says that in their latest RAP Transfield Services has set itself the target of recruiting 
1,000 new Indigenous employees over the next five years. “This will be a huge challenge for 
our business. But through our RAP framework and its targeted actions, if we don’t reach our 
target our business will know why.” 

Llewellyn says that Transfield Services understands that engagement through their 
Indigenous participation approach is not only the right thing to do, it makes good commercial 
sense. Employing local people and engaging local businesses is almost always cheaper. “We 
are seeing more of our customers and clients asking us what we are doing in the Indigenous 
space in the tendering process. Therefore our Indigenous participation and engagement is 
not only valuable, it’s a major contribution to our company’s overall sustainability in Australia.” 

She sees the work she is doing at Transfield Services as a contribution to closing the gap of 
disadvantage between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians and “it highlights the 
opportunities of how community can engage our business for mutually beneficial outcomes”. 
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EDUCATION 
More than 60 companies are involved in Indigenous education-related programs or partnerships. 

 

“Our focus in the next few years will be improved connectivity between education and 
employment initiatives i.e. transition support for Indigenous students from primary to 

secondary; secondary to employment/tertiary; tertiary to employment [focus on 
retention in education and employment]. There appears to be a gap in this space at 

the moment.” – Survey respondent 

  

25% 

15% 

15% 

15% 

10% 

10% 

5% 

Funding for scholarships, secondary or tertiary 

We work with/support providers/NGOs 
who partner with educational institutions 

Partnership with schools/universities 

Work experience/career exposure 
for Indigenous students 

Funding for an Indigenous 
education/mentoring NGO 

School-based traineeships 

Support/funding for further education 
for current Indigenous staff 

Education-related programs and partnerships 
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INDIGENOUS ENGAGEMENT IMPACT STORY 

Education: Australian Indigenous Education Foundation and 
Commonwealth Bank Mentor 
Karin Setchell first heard about the Australian Indigenous Education Foundation (AIEF) 
through her employer, Commonwealth Bank. Commonwealth Bank staff volunteer as 
mentors to AIEF’s Indigenous scholarship recipients. 

In 2011 Karin applied to join the AIEF Mentor Program, which pairs AIEF scholarship 
students with experienced professionals who can share knowledge and provide instructive 
guidance and support. 

Karin says she was nervous about mentoring high school student Avea, who had moved from 
Queensland to start Year 10 at Presbyterian Ladies’ College, Sydney, at the beginning of that 
year.  

“I actually got interviewed by her mother … that was a really good experience. Avea’s mum 
was very honest with what she wanted for Avea; but also really wanted to understand my 
background around family values, my education, what I did at work, how I built up my career 
path [and] it gave us a conversation starting point, to build our relationship.”  

Avea admits that she was nervous too: “I was actually expecting nothing like Karin. I was 
scared that I would get a lady who was very uptight and strict ... but Karin was definitely a 
pretty cool person”.  

When they met, Avea and Karin “just clicked”. In the years since, they have built their 
relationship on a solid foundation of honest, open and frequent communication. 

Karin says she knew early on that they were both going to learn a lot from each other. For 
Avea, learning that Karin had similar experiences growing up has been invaluable: “[She] 
went through those life experiences, too. Everyone has to do it; everyone goes through it”. 

Avea says Karin’s sense of calm and patience is “amazing” and that Karin has taught her to 
look at life from a different perspective, to take breaks and have fun. She feels Karin’s 
support has opened the door to new opportunities, giving her the confidence and self-belief to 
make the most of them. 

Karin says being a part of the AIEF Mentor Program has been a privilege. She also says the 
relationship has changed her fundamentally, giving her a fresh perspective on life, while 
boosting her confidence and optimism. 

“Avea just makes me want to go: ‘Okay, if someone who is only 16–17 can be so confident, 
then what am I doing second-guessing myself? I should go and grab opportunities.’ So that’s 
a big impact from a work perspective as well.”  

In 2014 Avea will move to Perth, which is much closer to where her family now lives, and 
hopes to commence tertiary studies. In late 2013 Karin accompanied Avea to Perth to meet 
her mother and the rest of her family. She is making the move in the knowledge that her 
relationship with her mentor will continue, and that Karin will be there to support her and 
guide her on her journey from school to university and beyond. Karin is confident that Avea is 
destined for success and is simply looking forward to supporting her on the way. 

Commonwealth Bank and AIEF have been working together since 2007.  
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INDIGENOUS ENGAGEMENT IMPACT STORY 

Education: Sam Thorne, Sinclair Knight Merz and the Beacon Foundation 

Before coming into contact with the Beacon Foundation, Sam Thorne, now a civil engineering 
drafter at engineering company Sinclair Knight Merz (SKM), was “off the rails a bit; I was 
getting into a lot of trouble and I was planning on leaving school. I sort of got suspended; I 
was at home. I already made a decision that I was leaving; I had been in and out of trouble ... 
fighting with teachers. I sort of got mixed up with the wrong crowd and started getting in 
trouble outside of school”. 

The Beacon Foundation works in over 110 secondary schools across Australia with both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous students, helping them stay in school while building 
aspirations, capabilities and pathways into further education and careers.  

While he was on suspension from school in Year 10, Sam was visited by Beacon staff 
wanting to support him to stay in school and consider what he might want to do when he 
finished Year 12. Through Beacon’s Get Real program, Sam went back to school and also 
took on part-time work at a local abattoir. In Year 12, Sam was encouraged to consider 
studying engineering and applied for the Indigenous Australian Engineering Summer School 
at the University of New South Wales.  

Sam was selected as one of 20 candidates for the UNSW Summer School. “I remember the 
first time flying out of Dubbo to Sydney. They put us up on campus at uni; it was a pretty 
awesome experience.” At Summer School, Sam started to make the connection between 
school and possible careers that could interest him. “They did field trips with us; we went out 
to the Taronga Zoo to see how the environmental engineers do the water control. We climbed 
the Sydney Harbour Bridge and one of the structural guys talked us through it: ‘Why do you 
think this beam is like this?’ ... I thought, ‘this is pretty awesome. It looks pretty good to me. 
Seems like what I value’”. 

After completing Summer School and work experience at SKM Sam was offered a role at the 
company through the National Indigenous Cadetship program. He was SKM’s first TAFE-
based Indigenous cadet. He worked at SKM while studying at TAFE, and graduated with his 
Certificate 4 in Civil Engineering from Ultimo TAFE in Sydney in 2010.  

"I feel like I am going to stay with SKM because I want to help and pay back; they helped me, 
so I want to learn and work for them. I try to get involved a lot and speak about the programs. 
They send out emails saying, ‘We are looking someone to help the Beacon project ... can 
someone spend an hour or two with work experience kids, just talk about how it would work?' 
I always try and put my hand up for that because I know it was such a big help for me.” 
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PROCUREMENT/SUPPLIER DIVERSITY 
In 2009 16 companies reported that they had knowingly used an Indigenous business in their 
supply chain. In 2013 it was 49.  

Of members who capture/record their Indigenous procurement spend, the collective total spent on 
Indigenous businesses and joint ventures in the last 12 months was just over $2 billion.  

Forty-eight per cent are members of Supply Nation (formerly the Australian Indigenous Minority 
Supplier Council) to gain access to Indigenous businesses and support with their supplier diversity 
strategies. 

Forty-four per cent encourage other contractors to engage Indigenous businesses in their supply 
chains. 

Survey respondents nominated building the capacity of Indigenous businesses as a top priority, as 
well as educating staff about the benefits of supplier diversity.  

Barriers nominated included not having a supplier diversity program or focus, an inability to get a 
competitive price, the Indigenous business lacking national distribution channels, lack of suppliers 
who can supply the volume required at the price required and lack of suppliers in the required 
geography. 

Thirty-seven per cent said government tender/reporting requirements would influence them in 
developing/deepening their Indigenous engagement strategies. 

Forty-two per cent said they monitored/enforced procurement targets for contractors and 
58 per cent did not. Some said they did for major contracts but not for smaller ones.  
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INDIGENOUS ENGAGEMENT IMPACT STORY 

Indigenous business: Fortescue Metals Group and Indigenous Construction 
Resource Group 

For Indigenous businesses wanting to work with large companies, “the first thing you want is 
an opportunity. The hardest thing is getting that opportunity,” according to Indigenous 
Construction Resource Group’s (ICRG) Chair Clinton Wolf.  

That opportunity finally came, in the form of a road maintenance contract for Fortescue. 
“I guess after that it was, ‘Okay, we have proven ourselves. Now we would like more work,’ 
and that has been forthcoming. Fortescue is fantastic to us and I would like to think that they 
say the same about ICRG.”  

Clinton credits hard work from both sides and open communication channels for the strong 
partnership between Fortescue and ICRG. “If communication channels are open, everyone is 
being accountable and honest with each other, then you can’t get around and blame the 
other party if you have failed to hold up your end of the bargain.” The relatively flat structure 
of Fortescue, and a real commitment to Indigenous business at all levels of the company 
have also been key to the relationship’s success.  

In December 2011, Fortescue launched the Billion Opportunities program – a commitment to 
award $1 billion in contracts to Aboriginal businesses by the end of 2013. This commitment 
was achieved six months early with the award of over 100 contracts/sub-contracts to over 
50 Aboriginal businesses.  

ICRG now has 62 Indigenous employees, a number Clinton is very proud of. “A lot of our 
employees were on either Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) or 
unemployed for a long period of time ... now there are 62 Aboriginal families out there pulling 
in wages. You start to think that you are making a difference.” Clinton recalls an ICRG 
employee saying “the bills are all paid. We have got a Christmas tree this year. There’s 
presents under the tree. My missus is happy. She’s got her own money. There’s plenty of 
food in the fridge. The kids are shiny and healthy”.  

Fortescue encourages ICRG to demonstrate real community engagement and impact, and to 
this end ICRG has just launched its ‘little stars’ partnership with a primary school in Port 
Hedland to help provide educational development opportunities for Indigenous students. 
They are initially investing $200,000 to fund 20 students’ education and provide mentoring 
and pastoral care for three years. 

Clinton says there are misconceptions about Indigenous businesses – that they are high 
maintenance and risky; that they prevent some large companies from going further and 
increasing their Indigenous contracting spend. Given the multi-billion dollar scale of some 
projects currently under way, he’d like to see companies go beyond ‘best endeavours’ and 
follow Fortescue’s example. 

“Those famous two words that we hate the most, ‘best endeavours’, which mean, ‘oh, we 
might pick up the phone and make a phone call. If it doesn’t work out, too bad’”. Companies 
need to push accountability for delivering on Indigenous procurement commitments both 
internally and down the line when they are awarding contracts.  

Most important for ICRG are the positive role models their employees are for their 
communities and families. “One of the most important things is that children, in particular, see 
positive role models all around them. Employment is massively important, not just on the 
economic level but setting trends for the future, in terms of aspirations for kids moving 
forward,” says Clinton.  
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What are some of the benefits for companies of supplier diversity? 

 
It is a tangible way to demonstrate our support for a vibrant and prosperous Indigenous 
business sector. 

It’s about diversifying and contributing to the regional economy, and building business-based 
relationships with Indigenous business owners in small communities. 

There is a reputational advantage that enhances our chances for future land access. 

The local knowledge and expertise of Indigenous businesses can create efficiencies. 

We can connect our customers to unique Indigenous goods and services. 

Our staff enjoy working with new suppliers. 

It means changing perceptions of Indigenous success.  

It broadens the economic footprint when it can be successfully deployed. 

We have focused on [business development with] our native title partners and it has improved 
our relationships with them, and is having impact in the communities we operate in. The 
capacity of these groups is growing along with our businesses. We have received favourable 
publicity over reaching our Indigenous procurement target, and it has helped our teams work 
together to achieve it. Aboriginal businesses also employ many more Aboriginal people than 
non-Aboriginal businesses, so it has increased overall Aboriginal participation in our business. 
We have received significant benefits from it. 

It gives Indigenous companies the opportunity to get in the door and pitch for business. 

Incorporating diversity into our supply chain makes good business sense. We secure quality 
products and services and achieve value for money through commercial relationships with 
local suppliers from diverse communities. Tapping into a diverse supplier base enables us to 
find out about new ideas, apply different approaches, and gain access to additional solutions 
that respond to our customer needs. 

Diversity in our supply chain benefits our business. Working with Supply Nation certified 
suppliers is a great mentoring experience for our procurement staff. Our employees are 
‘accidentally’ learning cultural diversity training through their everyday work. Our supplier 
diversity partnerships somehow allow us to be more creative in our thinking and we’re coming 
up with more innovative ideas and solutions to partner.  

 

 
  

35% 

30% 

25% 

10% 

We don’t have a supplier 
diversity policy/program 

Not relevant to our industry 

Difficulty making the case internally 

Unsure of how to connect 
with Indigenous businesses 

What are the main reasons your company has 
not used an Indigenous supplier? 
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COMMUNITY AND PARTNERSHIPS 
In the last year 48 companies supplied pro bono expertise/advice and/or employee hours to 
Indigenous groups/organisations, individuals or non-government organisations. 

Of those companies who track/record their pro bono hours, the collective total in 2013 was over 
100,000 hours. 

“In the last year we contributed $5 million dollars of pro bono work, calculated at our 
commercial charge rate.” – Survey respondent 

Thirty per cent seconded staff to Indigenous organisations or businesses (largely through Jawun – 
Indigenous Corporate Partnerships). 

“Many of the communities in which we work also have a strong expectation that we 
will support Indigenous people living in and around these communities.” – 

Survey respondent 
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INDIGENOUS ENGAGEMENT IMPACT STORY 

Community: Commonwealth Bank’s Indigenous Customer Assistance Line 

Living hundreds of kilometres away from a branch, with complex banking needs and 
language barriers, residents of remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities can 
be denied the kinds of banking services and access most Australians take for granted.  

The Commonwealth Bank’s Indigenous Customer Assistance Line (ICAL) removes some of 
these access barriers by providing a service specifically designed for its remote Indigenous 
customers.  

In the desert community of Willowra in the Northern Territory, local residents use ICAL at the 
Wirliyajarrayi Adult Learning and Early Childhood Centre on a daily basis. “Indigenous 
customers here use banks and bank accounts very differently to non-Indigenous customers,” 
says Kerrie Nelson, Wirliyajarrayi’s Coordinator/Mentor. “Sharing of resources is a very 
entrenched cultural thing still in remote communities, and the way they use the banking 
system is totally at odds with how non-Indigenous customers mostly use it as individuals. 
Husbands and wives, mothers and sons/daughters, even aunties often have each other’s 
details and PIN, often transferring money from their account to another person’s so that the 
family has food.” Another complication can be people hiding accounts to protect from 
‘humbug’ – bothersome constant requests from family members for money. If someone in a 
family gets a job and starts earning money they can get quickly discouraged if all their 
earnings are drawn out by family members who know their PIN. “The Commonwealth Bank 
recognised the difficulties of their remote customers and have done something about it,” says 
Kerrie. 

First piloted in 2009, ICAL is unique for a call centre in that it doesn’t set average handling 
time targets for calls. The role of ICAL staff is to help educate their customers about how to 
bank. They’ve also redesigned protocols. For example, when customers lose their ATM cards 
ICAL can facilitate third-party transfers. This allows a trusted third party to ‘vouch’ for the 
customers so the bank can deposit money into the third party’s account for the customer to 
access while a new card is being sent out.  

In designing ICAL, the Commonwealth Bank went out and visited communities, and created 
customised communications approaches for each community. The line started with around 
100 to 200 calls from remote areas a week – it now receives more than 2,500 calls a week 
and the staff has grown from 2 to 12. Peter Harm, Executive Manager Indigenous Banking, 
said they soon found they were receiving calls from areas far outside their pilot communities. 
“It was word of mouth about the good service; it had spread through the communities and 
across states and territories. That in itself is great feedback about the service.”  

Kerrie says that in her experience ICAL staff have “patience and empathy”, but also work with 
the customer to build their confidence and capacity. “Many people come to the learning 
centre to do telephone banking because I am there to help them negotiate the mainstream 
system. Often with other assistance lines, I usually begin the conversation by telling them that 
we live in a remote community, I’m the learning centre coordinator, the person ringing has 
ESL (English as a Second Language) and may need help and I am there to do that ... then I 
hand them over to do the security checks etc. With ICAL I don’t have to do that.”  

Peter sees ICAL as “business as usual” and part of Commonwealth Bank’s overall approach 
to reconciliation, captured in their RAP. He says it’s essential that Commonwealth Bank 
continue building “a genuine respect for Indigenous communities and aspirations”. 
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Success factors and challenges in business–Indigenous engagement 
This year in addition to the member survey, the BCA commissioned Indigenous consultancy 
Winangali to research the impact business–Indigenous investment and engagement is having on 
Indigenous employees, businesses and community organisations.  

Common themes emerged during the interviews conducted for the research. These include the 
characteristics of strong, sustainable partnerships, as well as areas where businesses could 
improve their engagement.  

Two-way communication is key: provide constructive feedback on job performance and tender 
submissions – especially for Indigenous businesses so they can understand how to improve.  

Set clear relationship parameters and deliver on your word: especially with community 
partners. Having clear expectations can prevent misunderstandings and unrealistic ideas about 
what business/pro bono relationships can deliver.  

Disconnects can exist between executive management/middle management/front-line 
employees: Indigenous engagement staff can struggle to get buy-in from other employees in the 
business. Middle management or procurement staff often have competing priorities and targets to 
reach and Indigenous engagement can be seen as a burden.  

Incorporate Indigenous engagement targets into your core business practice: if Indigenous 
engagement is an ‘add-on’ or in a corporate social responsibility silo, it will be unlikely to have 
significant, sustainable impact.  

Establish support mechanisms (internally, and if necessary, externally) for Indigenous 
employees: mechanisms for support should be ongoing, and be available beyond the initial 
training, induction and employment period. This could be in the form of informal or formal networks 
or mentor relationships, or expanding the role of respected Indigenous staff to encompass a 
support role for their colleagues.  

Be mindful of cultural sensitivities: issues like pride and shame can have an impact on retention 
and work practices, as can grief, loss and cultural obligations. A review of workplace policies and 
protocols could raise awareness about these issues and assist in managing them appropriately.  

Indigenous points of contact or representatives can be beneficial: non-Indigenous 
management can be intimidating. Indigenous employees can slip away or quit rather than raise an 
issue, seek help or admit they may be struggling to an employer. 

Monitor and evaluate your Reconciliation Action Plan or Indigenous engagement initiatives: 
to ensure there is internal accountability, evaluate and report on your initiatives. This can help you 
identify successful components and areas for improvement.   

The benefits of relationships go both ways: Indigenous staff, businesses and community 
partners bring value to non-Indigenous businesses.  
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INDIGENOUS ENGAGEMENT IMPACT STORY 

Community: Allens and Bunuba Prescribed Body Corporate and Cattle Company 

In 2012 the Bunuba people from the Kimberley region of Western Australia achieved a native 
title determination over their traditional lands. Prior to this, Bunuba operated a series of 
community organisations, but the determination required the creation of the Bunuba 
Prescribed Body Corporate under the Native Title Act to hold the native title rights and 
benefits for the Bunuba people. 

As Traditional Owner Joe Ross saw it, this set of organisations and structures were “coherent 
to Bunuba people, but they weren’t coherent to the outside world [and] also they weren't 
consistent with the Native Title Act. It was time for us to have a relationship with a law firm 
that could both assist us in the transition from our historical structures into our new prescribed 
body corporate; and also to maintain that relationship through time”. 

This was the beginning of a partnership with Allens, who were asked to assist with the 
practical issues of filing as well as growing the corporate knowledge of the organisation on a 
pro bono basis. 

“Bunuba people are going through a very complex negotiation with the Western Australian 
State Government over the return of lands,” says Joe Ross, “and the complexity of that 
negotiation is underpinned by the corporate advice that Allens is giving to us, and their 
support for us in the process”. Allens has also provided advice regarding the Bunuba Cattle 
Company, a business venture attached to the Native Title representative body.  

For Joe and other Traditional Owners it was important that their partnership with Allens 
supported Bunuba to “both work within our own community as Bunuba people but also 
flexibly do business with people” as well as guarantee their Native Title rights and potential 
for economic development were protected without impeding their community and cultural 
connectivity. 

There is now an engagement framework that sees the Bunuba people and Allens on an equal 
footing, or as Joe puts it “it is not like it's a one-sided discussion ... we are learning from each 
other”. He hopes that the relationship can provide an immersion into the lives of Bunuba 
people and the livelihoods of Bunuba people for the Allens lawyers so that they “get an 
appreciation of Aboriginal culture and what Aboriginal people are doing”. 

Joe says that “the relationship between Allens and Bunuba is generating a very strong ethical 
and moral framework for people to operate within and it raises the level of awareness of how 
we should go about doing our business. We are in control of what we want to do, in 
partnership with people who have a common belief in our vision”. 
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