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Introduction

• IBA’s Vision is for a nation in which the First Australians 
are economically independent and an integral part of the 
economy. 

• This presentation is about dealing with the challenges of 
remote Indigenous business development, particularly in 
Galiwin’ku from 2007-10.



Setting the scene

• Remote Indigenous communities face particular challenges 
when it comes to business development

• These challenges are often in addition to those 
encountered in other regional and remote locations, such as:
– Severe lack of infrastructure

– Land title restrictions

– Fewer opportunities for commerce and trading

– Lower employment and disposable income

– Lower education levels

– Lower levels of good health

– Poor access to goods and services



The location

• Galiwin’ku (also known as Elcho Island) is 550km 
east of Darwin. 

• The Marthakal Homelands cover an area of 
15,000 sq km

• Total population is recorded as nearly 3,000 people, 
with 45% aged 19 or under, and only 2% aged over 
65



Challenges of Galiwin’ku

• Overall, a community with poor health status:

• 11% of the total population had to leave the community to 

access specialist medical services in 2004

• 52% of children in 2003 failed a hearing test

• 13% of the adult population suffer from an acute chronic 

disease

• 22% of the population are on medical care plans

• Average age of death was 48.8 for the period 2003-05



Employment and education

• Only 7.2% of people have a 

year 12 or equivalent 

education

• There are 450 CDEP positions

• Of the 167 non-CDEP jobs, 60 

are held by non Indigenous 

staff

• About 6% of the working age 

Yolngu population is employed 

in non-CDEP work



A history of entrepreneurship

• Previously a strong traditional history of trade 

and enterprise, trading with the Macassan

people to the North.

• Up to 1970s, Yolngu continued enterprise based 

on family (clan) ownership – emphasising:

– Reward for work

– Local trading of products and services

– No welfare





• However, all this has since ended.

• Community ownership of businesses, regulation of 

natural resources, welfare, and other factors such 

as CDEP formation in the 1970’s resulted in:

– Loss of local trading

– Loss of local control

– Loss of family and clan ownership, losing the 

reward for work



Developing new business

• The region’s history of enterprise translated well into 

IBA’s project to re-instil enterprise in Yolngu people 

at Galiwin’ku from 2008 to 2010.

• This project emphasised:

– Individual and family ownership of the business

– Small enterprises able to be managed under the 

conditions and circumstances

– Enterprises that allow for cultural obligations

– Local trading

– Reward for work



The five step plan

Five Step business start up process:

1. Enterprise identification and evaluation

2. Client screening

3. Reality testing

4. Establish simple business structures and processes

5. Provide ongoing support



How it worked

– This worked by 

• maintaining a regular presence in the 
community

• Allowing locals to come forward with ideas

• Being frank about prospects for ideas

• Basic, simple business structures (eg paper 
invoice books, not computer software)

• Being accessible to provide support

• Helping identify simple, achievable steps



• A permanent presence was maintained 

through employing a local Galiwin’ku person

• This was extremely important to the success 

of the project:

– Developed trust

– Continuity of service

– Local skill development



Keeping businesses viable

• Individual ownership of the business with support from 
immediate family

• No or minimal business lending: no loan to service if trading 
ceases for any period (eg cultural obligations)

• Simple business structures, sole traders, turnover below 
GST threshold to keep reporting low

• Product or services traded locally

• Able to choose when to trade

• For some, a supplement to existing income



Project outcomes - 2009

• 24 enterprises created

• 17 stand alone sole trader 
businesses

• 1 joint venture

• 2 non ABN sole traders

• 4 CDEP supported 
enterprises

• 8 full time positions created

• 40 part time positions 
created



Examples of Enterprises Developed

• Family farm

• Quarry

• Lawn mowing

• Slush Puppies

• Painting

• Consulting

• Didgeridoo 

manufacture

• Clothing manufacture 

and mending

• Building maintenance

• Fishing

• Second hand clothing

• Aboriginal cultural 

tours

• And others



2010 final wash-up

• 13 business continue to trade, including one 

which is now turning over in excess of 

$100,000pa

• 2 business owners have taken up other full-

time employment

• Others have ceased trading, lost interest or 

been taken over by non-Yolngu management



Replicating the model

• In 2010, IBA has been looking to replicate the 

Galiwin’ku model in other communities:

– Katherine, NT 

– Maningrida, NT

– Palm Island, Qld

– Greater Mt Isa Region, Qld (Normanton, 

Doomadgee and Mornington)



Findings

• Too soon to know the results from these 

further explorations, but early indications 

are:

– If the community has opportunities for 

employment, the model is less successful –

people will already be engaged

– The individual consultant doing the work is 

crucial – much depends on their ability to work 

in a practical way on a small scale.



The key factors of success

• Building relationships with the local 

community at the beginning

• Ongoing presence

• Locally engaged person

– the calibre of this person might also be a factor

• Building capacity for business management

• Starting businesses small - avoiding loans



What the consultant said . . .  

I believe the biggest lesson learnt 

is to start the businesses small 

and grow the business with the 

entrepreneur. The businesses 

will grow organically as the 

entrepreneur gains experience 

and confidence. 

As one client put it, “a safe way 

into business”



for more information 

visit www.iba.gov.au

phone 1800 107 107*, or

write to PO Box 38 Woden ACT 2606

*Calls to 1800 numbers from your home phone are free.

*Calls from public and mobile phones may be timed and charged at a higher rate.




