
Indigenous Engagement Survey
2019 Summary Report and  
Highlights from the Past Decade



The Business 
Council of 
Australia 
recognises 
Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait 
Islander peoples 
as the traditional 
custodians of the 
lands and waters 
of Australia. 

We acknowledge 
the important 
contributions 
Indigenous 
Australians make 
to business and 
life in Australia.

84% Increasing the use of Indigenous suppliers 

84% Educating the workforce on Aboriginal  
and Torres Strait Islander history and culture

79%Enhancing career opportunities  
for Indigenous Australians

77%Supporting Indigenous education initiatives

67% Investing in capacity building  
for Indigenous organisations

61% Community investment through  
grants and sponsorship

54%Pro bono support and  
skilled secondments

A decade in review

In 2009 the 
Business Council 
released our 
first Indigenous 
Engagement  
Survey Report.

20192009

93% of the 72 
Business Council 
companies 
surveyed are 
implementing 
activities to 
build stronger 
relationships 
with Indigenous 
communities 
that create new 
opportunities for 
Indigenous people 
and businesses.

Top Indigenous engagement activities in 2019

Business Council  
member companies spent  

more than $3 billion  
with Indigenous businesses  

and joint ventures over  
the past eight years.
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A decade of growing impact 
2009 2012 2016 2019

Number of companies with Indigenous  
employment strategies (% of respondents)

21 
(60%)

44 
(46%)

62 
(66%)

61 
(85%)

Number of new Indigenous employees/  
trainees hired in the last 12 months1

N/A 2,700 4,766 5,278

Reconciliation Action Plans (RAPs)
9 

(26%)
29 

(31%)
52 

(55%)
55 

(76%)

Companies who use Indigenous suppliers
16 

(46%)
43 

(45%)
57 

(61%)
59 

(82%)

BCA members of Supply Nation
16 

(46%)
35 

(37%)
55 

(59%)
60 

(83%)

Implement cultural awareness education N/A
49 

(52%)
60 

(64%)
65 

(90%)

Member of the BCA’s Business–Indigenous Network2 30 50 85 148

Number of survey responses 35 95 94 72

Main barriers to progressing Indigenous engagement 
Slower and more 
resource-intensive 

than expected 

Limited resources

Lack of expertise

Competing 
priorities/limited 

resources

Competing  
priorities/limited 

resources

1 Many companies are unable to track Indigenous hires outside of Indigenous employment programs.
2 The BCA’s Business–Indigenous Network provides a platform to share Indigenous engagement experiences and practices.
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Indigenous engagement highlights 
2009–2019

2009 2011

IETF conducted  
a study into the 

economic impact of 
closing the gap in the 
Goulburn Valley, which 
demonstrated economy  

wide benefits to  
closing the gap.

BCA announced  
support for  

constitutional  
recognition.

Michael Rose AM,  
Chief Executive,  
Allens appointed  

IETF Chair.

2013 2014

BCA began  
advocating for Federal 
Government Indigenous 

procurement reform.

Made two submissions  
to the Federal 

Government’s Indigenous 
Jobs and Training 

Review calling for reform 
to employment and 

procurement initiatives.

Signed MOU with  
Supply Nation.

Released the first 
Indigenous Engagement  

Survey Report. 

Established the BCA 
Indigenous Engagement 

Task Force (IETF) 
chaired by Stephen 

Roberts, Chief 
Executive, Citi.

Launched the  
Business-Indigenous 

Network.

2010 2012
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Indigenous engagement highlights 
2009–2019

2015 2016 2017 2018

BCA Chief Executive, 
Jennifer Westacott AO,  

delivered the keynote address  
at Supply Nation Connect.

BCA delegation  
to Garma with Jawun.  

Jennifer Westacott chaired 
Corporate Australia & 
Indigenous Economic 

Development Key Forum  
panel with BCA members.

Established partnership with 
Atlantic Fellows for Social 
Equity, an Indigenous-led 
change making program.

BCA hosted two workshops  
with members and Indigenous  
carbon projects (2016 & 2017) 

contributing to the development of the 
Indigenous Carbon Industry Network.

BCA delegation to the  
Kimberley Land Council’s  
Healthy Country Forum.

Made a submission to the  
Federal Government on the  
Indigenous Business Sector  
Strategy Consultation Paper.

Michael Rose participated in  
Garma’s Anchoring our Future  

– Economic and Business  
Development Key Forum session.

Prime Minister, Minister  
for Indigenous Affairs and  

the BCA hosted Celebrating 
Indigenous Economic Success 

event at Parliament House.

Danny Gilbert AM appointed 
as Chair of the IETF. IETF 
membership expanded 

including leaders from the 
Indigenous community,  
Leah Armstrong and  

Dean Parkin.

Made two submissions  
to the Parliamentary  

Joint Select Committee on 
Constitutional Recognition.

2019

First stand-alone BCA led 
delegation to Garma.  
Danny Gilbert delivers 

Corporate Dinner speech.

Minister for Indigenous 
Australians launched  
Raising the Bar with  
17 BCA members 

committing to spend 
 $3 billion with Indigenous 
businesses over 5 years.

BCA delegation  
to Garma with  

Reconciliation Australia.

Employment Parity Initiative, 
which the BCA advocated 
for, was launched in 2015 
supporting 20,000 new 
Indigenous jobs through 
direct funding for work 
readiness and cultural 
competency training.
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Procurement and supplier diversity
•  In the 2019 Indigenous Engagement Survey, 36 companies 

reported that they collectively spent $690 million with 
Indigenous suppliers over the past 12 months.

• Comparatively, in the 2016 Survey, 39 companies 
collectively spent $356 million with Indigenous suppliers 
over a period of 12 months. This translates to an average 
increase in spend of $10 million per company between 
the two surveys. 

•  In 2019, 87% of companies surveyed had a greater  
number of Indigenous businesses in their supply chain.

•  66% of respondents also have an Indigenous procurement  
target in place.

Raising the Bar 
Raising the Bar, a joint initiative of the Business Council 

and Supply Nation, was launched in August 2019 by 
the Minister for Indigenous Australians, Ken Wyatt AM. 
Raising the Bar is an Indigenous procurement target 
setting framework that was co-designed by a collective 
of member companies. The co-design process was  
led by Inside Policy, a Supply Nation Certified advisory 
firm. At launch, the following 17 members committed  
to spend over $3 billion with Indigenous businesses  

through the initiative.

Insights from 2019

“36 COMPANIES  
COLLECTIVELY SPENT  

$690 million 
WITH INDIGENOUS  

SUPPLIERS OVER THE  
PAST 12 MONTHS”

N/A

Do you encourage your non-Indigenous supplies to include 
Indigenous contractors/businesses in their supply chains?

6 %18%

NoYes

76%

% = percentage of respondents

Is your spend with Indigenous businesses...

Decreasing Increasing Same

82% 11% 7%

• Australian Unity
• BAE Systems
• BP Australia
• BHP
• BCG
• Commonwealth Bank
• EY
• Fortescue Metals Group
• KPMG

• Lendlease
• McKinsey & Company
• Microsoft
• Programmed
• Qantas
• Rio Tinto
• Westpac
• WSP

$3  
BILLION

At launch 17 members 
committed to spend over
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• Companies surveyed in 2019 hired an additional 5,278 Aboriginal and  
Torres Strait Islander employees over the past 12 months. This data was  
provided by 34 companies from a diverse range of sectors.

• For 58% of respondents, the size of their Indigenous workforce increased  
or stayed the same. 9% of respondents indicated that their Indigenous  
workforce had decreased while 33% were unable to track such trends.

• Indigenous employment figures across Business Council member companies 
is likely much higher, however this information can be hard to monitor outside 
of Indigenous employment programs because self-identification is (for excellent 
reasons) optional.

• A small group of surveyed companies could track the number of Indigenous employees in management 
and executive level positions. 19 respondents identified 347 Indigenous employees in management roles 
and 4 respondents identified 13 Indigenous employees in executive level positions.

Business  
sector

Number  
of Indigenous  
employees

Retail and wholesale 9,800

Mining, energy and related 
services

6,221

Construction 2,150

Banking and finance 1,528

Other 1,855

Top Indigenous employment sectors

Employment

In 2011, Coles set a target to raise 
the number of Indigenous team 
members from just 65 to 3,000 by 
2020, bringing its workforce in line 
with Indigenous representation in 
the overall Australian population 
(3.3%). Achieving the target two 
years early, Coles is now the 
largest private sector employer of 
Indigenous Australians with over 
4,200 employees and have set a 
new target to increase its Indigenous 
workforce representation to 5% with 
3% of management level roles held 
by Indigenous employees by 2023.

Indigenous employment growth

“Coles is now the largest 
private sector employer of 

Indigenous Australians”

2011
65  

INDIGENOUS 
TEAM MEMBERS

2019
4,200 

INDIGENOUS 
TEAM MEMBERS

Business Council 
member companies 

employ over  

20,000 Indigenous 
Australians

201920162012

2,700

4,766

5,278
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Origin has worked with CareerTrackers since 2014, facilitating 
more than 60 internships for Indigenous young adults in a range  
of roles and locations, some of which have progressed to graduate 
roles. Education is also the focus of Origin’s philanthropic arm,  
the Origin Foundation. In particular, it supports Indigenous 
educational success, such as Gawura, a kindergarten-to-year-
six school for inner-city Sydney children which is achieving 
exceptional results, and the Stronger Smarter Institute whose 
mantra of “High Expectations” is enhancing Indigenous education 
outcomes at more than 900 schools nationwide.

Education

Since 2014, Downer has partnered on a range of initiatives with 
Bama Services, a leading 100% Indigenous-owned construction 
and landscape social enterprise with 75% Indigenous staff, 
which is part of the Cape York Partnership. The Bama Downer 
Joint Venture has already delivered $10 million worth of major 
infrastructure on the Peninsula Development Road in Cape York. 
The joint venture will improve the accessibility, safety and reliability 
of transport infrastructure for the local community. But the 
partnership goes beyond that by also developing skills, capability 
and experience in the local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
workforce, leading to a greater sense of empowerment and 
broader employment opportunities.

Partnerships

Supply Nation Reconciliation  
Australia

3
CareerTrackers

21
43% Partnerships with schools and universities

47% Funding an Indigenous education/ 
mentoring organisation

51% Funding secondary of tertiary scholarships

55% Work experience and  
career exposure programs

60% Tertiary internships

Top education activities:

82%

The top partner organisations are:

 In 2019, 82% of surveyed companies 
engaged in initiatives focused on improving 
educational outcomes in Indigenous 
communities, compared to 75% in 2016.

  Companies are partnering 
with more than 42 Indigenous 
organisations or non-government-
organisations (NGOs) delivering 
Indigenous programs. 

PARTNERING WITH MORE THAN 42
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Growing our impact
The scope and scale of Indigenous engagement initiatives has grown considerably 
since the first Indigenous Engagement Survey Report in 2009.

While significant progress has been made, there is great opportunity to do more to tackle poverty in Indigenous 
communities, deliver reconciliation and ensure all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have meaningful 
access to the opportunities and quality of life Australia has to offer.

While acknowledging the challenges, we also recognise the strength and potential within Indigenous communities. 
We recognise that building the prosperity of Indigenous communities is essential to building a stronger Australia.

Reflecting on the past decade of Indigenous engagement, along with the opportunities  
and challenges ahead, the Business Council recommends:

 That all organisations 
across the private, public 

and NGO sectors strive for 
Indigenous representation 

parity in their supply 
chains through Indigenous 
procurement policies and 
initiatives like Raising the 
Bar. This must be coupled 
with supporting the growth 

and sustainability of 
Indigenous businesses.

That all organisations 
across the private, public 

and NGO sectors strive for 
Indigenous representation 
parity in their workforce, 
while investing to grow 
an emerging cohort of 
Indigenous managers  

and executives.

1 2 3

Working with communities 
to ensure Indigenous land 
rights translate to greater 
opportunities, including 

learning from,  
and implementing,  

global best practices  
in unlocking the potential  
of the Indigenous estate.
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This miny’tji (sacred clan design) represents Rulyapa,  
the rough saltwater country between Nhulunbuy and  
the large island of Dhambaliya (Bremer Island),  
ballooning up from the secret depths, around the sacred 
rock Manhala, which can be a manifestation of Daymirri. 
Daymirri is an enigmatic giant sea being (perhaps a whale 
shark) that according to Rirratjingu and Djambarrpuyngu 
clan manikay (sacred song) pertains to the saltwater 
country close to Yirrkala. The fine crosshatching behind 
these icons is the Rirratjingu sacred clan design denoting 
the swirling of that water. 

The Business Council acquired this work during our 
2019 leaders delegation to Garma Festival, where Board 
Member and Indigenous Engagement Task Force Chair, 
Danny Gilbert, delivered the Corporate Dinner speech.

Cover artwork: © Dhurrumuwuy Marika Rulyapa,  
licensed by Buku-Larrnggay Mulka Art Centre.

About this publication
The Business Council of Australia brings together the chief executives of Australia’s 
largest companies to promote economic growth for the benefit of the nation.  
This summary report provides a snapshot of the 2019 Indigenous Engagement 
Survey findings and an overview of highlights between 2009 – 2019. 

The Business Council of Australia is a  
supporter of the Indigenous Art Code.  
indigenousartcode.org

Business Council of Australia 
42/120 Collins Street Melbourne 3000  
T 03 8664 2664 F 03 8664 2666  
bca.com.au

© Copyright December 2019 ISBN 978-0-6487540-0-8. Business Council of Australia  
ABN 75 008 483 216. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced  
or used in any way without acknowledgement to the Business Council of Australia.
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