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The completed research included studies of sixteen Indigenous organisations and Indigenous 
partnerships in protected area management. The Steering Committee believes that these case 
studies cover a wide geographic spread across the continent of Australia and a variety of 
tasks and responsibilities. Of course, there are many other successful Indigenous 
organisations which are not included in the sample. Longer accounts of each organisation and 
their key success factors are at the back of this book. 

The description of the organisations and their services provided reflect conditions that were 
true at the time the study was conducted (between October 2005 to October 2006). Recent 
changes in the Australian government’s framework and program funding, including the 
withdrawal of CDEP funding, may mean major changes in service delivery for some case 
study organisations. 

Longer accounts of each organisation and their key success factors are at pages 44 to 76. 

 

PARTICIPATING ORGANISATIONS 

Awabakal Aboriginal Co-operative Ltd (Awabakal) 
Wickham (Newcastle), New South Wales 

 
The Co-operative provides a range of community services including: Aboriginal Medical 
Service, elders and disability services, preschool and day care centre. 

 

Bama Ngappi Ngappi Aboriginal Corporation (Bama Ngappi Ngappi)  
Yarrabah (near Cairns), North Queensland 

 
The Corporation provides employment services under the trading name EmployNet at 
Yarrabah, Cairns, Townsville, Atherton and Mt Isa. It also runs CDEP at Yarrabah. 

 

Booderee National Park (Booderee)  
Jervis Bay Territory, southeastern Australia 

 
A joint management arrangement for a National Park and Botanic Gardens. The land is 
owned by Wreck Bay Aboriginal Community Council and leased to the Directorate of 
National Parks. The management area includes both terrestrial and marine areas. 

 

Brambuk Aboriginal Cultural Centre (Brambuk) 
Halls Gap (Grampians-Gariwerd National Park), Victoria 

 
The centre runs educational and cultural tourism activities and a backpacker hostel. 
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Dhimurru Land Management Aboriginal Corporation (Dhimurru)  
Northeast Arnhem Land, Northern Territory 

 
Dhimurru is responsible for the management of the Dhimurru Indigenous Protected Area, 
which includes both terrestrial and marine areas. 

 

Durri Medical Service (Durri)  
Kempsey, New South Wales 

 
The Service provides medical and health services for the Indigenous population of the 
region.  

 

Murdi Paaki Regional Enterprise Corporation Ltd (Murdi Paaki)  
Coonamble, New South Wales  

 
The Corporation manages CDEPs across central and western NSW, and runs 
employment, training and business development initiatives.  

 

Nitmiluk National Park (Nitmiluk)  
Katherine Gorge, Northern Territory 

 
A joint management arrangement for a National Park. The land is owned by Traditional 
Owners, and has been leased to the Northern Territory Parks and Wildlife Commission. 

 

Papunya Tula Artists Pty Ltd (Papunya Tula)  
Alice Springs, Northern Territory 

 
The company runs a commercial art enterprise owned and directed by artists of the 
Western Desert. 

 

Rumbalara Aboriginal Co-operative Ltd (Rumbalara)  
Mooroopna (near Shepparton), Victoria 

 
The Co-operative provides a range of community services including: health services, aged 
care and disability services, housing and family services. 

 

South West Aboriginal Medical Service Aboriginal Corporation (SWAMS)  
Bunbury, southwest Western Australia 

 
An Aboriginal Medical Service for residents of southwest WA. 
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Tweed Byron Local Aboriginal Land Council (Tweed Byron)  
Chinderah (Tweed region), northeast New South Wales 

 
A Land Council responsible for representing members within the shires of Byron and 
Tweed under the (NSW) Aboriginal Land Rights Act 1983 and providing land 
management services and housing. 

 

Victorian Aboriginal Childcare Agency Co-operative Ltd (VACCA)  
Melbourne, Victoria 

 

The Co-operative is a state-wide lead agency representing Aboriginal interests in all policy, 
program and services associated with the welfare of Aboriginal children and families. 

 

Wangka Maya Language Centre (Wangka Maya) 
Pilbara, Western Australia 

 
The Centre provides language services, translation and studies regional languages. 

 

Worn Gundidj Co-operative (Worn Gundidj)  
Warrnambool, southwest Victoria 

 
The Co-operative runs a CDEP and cultural tourism enterprise. 

 

Wunan Foundation Incorporated (Wunan)  
Kununurra (East Kimberley), Western Australia 

 
An economic development Foundation providing employment and training related 
services and business and corporate services. It is also involved with running tourism 
services and a hostel.  
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1 STEERING COMMITTEE REPORT 

INTENT OF THE STUDY  

The Australian Collaboration, a consortium of seven leading national community 
organisations, proposed that a national study be carried out into initiatives in local Indigenous 
organisations that have helped to promote community wellbeing or to overcome 
disadvantage. The aim of the study was to identify the lessons that might be learnt from these 
successes.  

The Australian Collaboration invited the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Studies to carry out the research. A Steering Committee was formed with 
representation from these two organisations and funding bodies. Professor Larissa Behrendt, 
Professor of Law and Indigenous Studies, University of Technology Sydney, was invited to 
chair the Committee .  

 

THE RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY 

The Australian Collaboration and Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Studies agreed that, while the symptoms of Indigenous disadvantage have been widely 
reported, inadequate attention had been given to examples of Indigenous creativity and 
leadership in tackling problems and that a report focusing on such successes would be of 
considerable value to Indigenous people and Indigenous policy makers and find a ready 
audience. 

The partner organisations agreed that the study must be scholarly and persuasive in its 
analysis and arguments and make a serious contribution to the body of research on 
Indigenous circumstances. At the same time, an essential requirement for the study was that 
its findings should be of practical use to Indigenous communities as a source of ideas and an 
inspiration for adoption and adaptation. The study should also be a guide to best practice for 
government and non-government organisations and for philanthropic, corporate and public 
sector engagement. It should draw out succinct lessons and suggest ways of communicating 
and discussing the findings of the study.  

To meet these objectives a number of reports have been prepared. this report is designed for 
policy makers. A handbook for Aboriginal organisations, Maps to Success, has also been 
published. At a later date, a document on organisational success designed for academic 
audiences will be produced. Two other documents, Indigenous Partnerships in Protected 

Area Management in Australia: Three Case Studies, and a related policy briefing paper have 
been prepared to specifically address the case studies focused upon joint management of 
Aboriginal lands. 

 

WHY THE RESEARCH IS IMPORTANT 

It is valuable to know what has worked well in Aboriginal organisations, what has not, what 
are the reasons for the successes and what can be learnt from them that can be applied in 
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other organisations. It is also likely that policy makers, Aboriginal leaders and local 
communities will learn more from success than from failure.  

There is too much emphasis on failure in the reporting of Indigenous circumstances. This has 
three significant adverse effects:  

> Continuous reference to failure masks important successes;  

> Reiteration of failure is dispiriting to Aboriginal people;  

> The persistent reporting of failure reinforces stereotypical views of Indigenous people 
in the general population. 

Success can mean quite different things to Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. Since 
successes of both kinds are important, we need to know how they can best be achieved. 

The study of Indigenous organisations is significant because some researchers feel that 
Indigenous organisations (and government agencies) have the greatest potential to offer 
individuals the opportunity for participation and engagement and thus for capacity building. 

There is evidence from Canadian research that the presence of successful organisations or 
groups in an Indigenous community helps Indigenous people to find pride in their own 
culture and achievements and to mitigate feelings of ‘total discouragement’.  

Currently, most of the policy assumptions about success are drawn from overseas literature, 
especially from the Harvard Project in the US. Indigenous circumstances in Australia and the 
US are not, however, identical (e.g. culture, sovereignty, service delivery arrangements and 
funding). There is therefore a need for studies of success in an Australian Indigenous context 
that can be compared with the findings of the major overseas studies. The intercultural 
psychological literature is full of references to the mistakes made when there is a failure to 
recognise the differences between cultures and settings. 

 

APPROACH TO THE STUDY 

The Australian Collaboration proposed that the study should be carried out in two stages, 
Stage 1 being a scoping study and Stage 2 the full study. The Collaboration believed that a 
two stage model was needed because it was essential to investigate what other work of a 
similar kind had been carried out, to review the literature on the characteristics of success in 
Indigenous communities and to ensure that the methodology for the study had been carefully 
considered before the main study was set in train. The need for a two-stage study was fully 
endorsed by the partner organisations. It was also agreed that it would be valuable to carry 
out two case studies of successes in local communities during the first stage to test the 
proposed methodology and to use the findings for the planning of the main study.  
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STAGE 1: THE PILOT STUDY  

The outcomes of first stage were described in two reports published as Success in Aboriginal 

Communities: A pilot study (Volumes 1 and 2). They included:  

> A literature review;  

> A discussion of the approach to ‘success’;  

> The findings of two sample case studies, one the Wangka Maya Language Centre in 
the Pilbara, Western Australia and the other the Durri Medical Service at Kempsey, 
New South Wales;  

> A recommended methodology for the main study; and 

> The proposed approach to the main study.  

 

STAGE 2: THE PRINCIPAL STUDY  

A key issue for Stage 2 was the choice of the alternative of an in-depth study of a restricted 
number of organisations or of a more superficial examination of a larger number of case 
study examples. The Steering Committee, supported by the advice of the lead researcher for 
the study and the Deputy Principal - Research at AIATSIS, concluded that in-depth studies 
were preferable to more superficial studies.  

The partner organisations involved in the study have agreed that the project should as best as 
possible be nationally representative of Indigenous circumstance. Project staff have worked 
with the Steering Committee to ensure that the case studies chosen typify the national scene 
and reflect the complexity of locational, cultural, historical, and economic differences among 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups. The Committee agreed that, in order to provide 
a sufficient spread of examples, a minimum of twelve studies should be carried out in Stage 2 
over twelve months.  

The research has been carried out according to the ethical standards published by AIATSIS in 
its Guidelines for Ethical Research in Indigenous Studies. The guidelines seek to foster best 
ethical practice among Australian researchers.  

 

JOINT MANAGEMENT OF LANDS OF CONSERVATION VALUE—SUBSIDIARY 
STUDY  

A subsidiary study focusing on success in the joint management of lands of conservation 
value was also carried out as part of the project. Three case studies were investigated. The 
lessons from these case studies have been included in this report.  

Two separate reports have also been prepared on issues related to joint management of lands 
of conservation value.  
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THE RESEARCH TEAM  

The research was carried out under the overall direction of Dr Luke Taylor, Deputy Principal 
- Research, and Dr Peter Veth, former Director of Research, AIATSIS. In the drafting stage 
of this report there was significant assistance from Dr Patrick Sullivan, Visiting Research 
Fellow, AIATSIS.  

The principal researcher for the main part of the study was Dr Julie Finlayson. She was 
assisted by Ms Joanna Lunzer. The researchers for the subsidiary part of the study on the 
joint management of lands of conservation value were Dr Dermot Smyth and Ms Toni 
Bauman.  

The Steering Committee wishes to thank Luke, Peter, Patrick, Julie, Joanna, Dermot and Toni 
warmly for their work on the project.  

 

 

 

Larissa Behrendt  David Yencken AO  
Chair, Steering Committee  Deputy Chair, Steering Committee  
Professor and Director ACOSS  Professor Emeritus and  
& former Board member AIATSIS Chair, Australian Collaboration 
 



Page  13 

2  THE RESEARCH  

CONDUCT OF THE RESEARCH  

A pilot study, Success in Aboriginal Communities was published in 2004. At the conclusion 
of the pilot study, field evidence suggested that generic principles underpin successful 
organisations. However, the study sample was small. Consequently, in Stage 2 a broader 
sample of fourteen diverse organisations - varying in size, location, structure, and purpose - 
tested the proposition.  

Of the fourteen case studies the majority are government funded, increasingly through 
contracts in a purchaser-provider model, and to a lesser extent grant funds continue for a suite 
of programs administered through the service provider. Most are community service 
providers: in health, aged care, youth services, employment, land management, and cultural 
tourism. A minority participate in commercial activities such as retail of Aboriginal art. 
Another provides commercially costed administrative and financial services on a fee-for-
service basis to regional Indigenous organisations.  

Stage 2 provided an opportunity to explore how far success in Indigenous organisations is 
attributable to generic principles; common traits critical in building success in any form of 
organisation (see Finlayson 2004). 

From the pilot, six key elements of successful organisations stood out:  

> A capacity to deliver an appropriate client-based service;  

> Recognition of successful service delivery by external and internal criteria;  

> Congruence between Board, staff and consumers around quality in service delivery;  

> Longevity of the service through application of planning, monitoring and review for 
continuous improvement; 

> Focus on core business;  

> Excellent working relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff.  

For Stage 2, there were additional questions for the research; in particular questions about 
how to balance Indigenous values and cultural imperatives with mainstream practices for 
effective, efficient service delivery and performance.  

The policy framework and administration of Indigenous affairs in 2005-06 differed radically 
from that when the pilot studies were conducted in 2003. Organisations now found that 
funding decisions were part of an instrumental and highly directive approach to reshape the 
socio-economic options available to Indigenous people. The force of program and 
implementation changes observed ‘on the ground’ meant looking at the impact that factors 
outside an organisation’s control have on successful practice.  
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

The researchers for the main study visited all the organisations and attempted to answer the 
following questions in the individual case studies:  

> What are the key characteristics of the organisation?  

> In what way has the organisation been successful and in what way unsuccessful?  

> What are the reasons for the success and failures?  

> What is the geographic, social, cultural, environmental and economic context in 
which the organisation operates?  

> In what way has this context influenced the activities and success of the organisation?  

> Has the organisation had particular advantages or disadvantages not typically shared 
by other organisations?  

> What are the perceptions of the organisation from Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people inside the organisation and Indigenous and non-indigenous people outside the 
organisation? 

> How is the organisation related to the Aboriginal community in which it is located or 
which it serves?  

> What can be learnt from each case study that is applicable to other Aboriginal 
organisations:  

- to all or most organisations?  

- to some organisations sharing common characteristics?  

> In what way does success or failure replicate or contradict evidence from comparable 
research (e.g. research carried out by the Harvard Project on Native American 
economic development)? 

 

RELATIONSHIP TO OTHER RESEARCH 

An original purpose of the study was to see whether the results of the Harvard Project on 
Indian Economic Development were replicable in Australia1. The Harvard studies had 
identified three key principles for economic development: sovereignty over land, cultural 
match between the Indigenous group and its institutions, and good corporate governance2. 
Our study concludes that the situation in Australia is so different from North America that 

                                                 

1 See http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/ hpaied/overview.htm. The project is also associated with the Native Nations 
Institute, Udall Centre, University of Arizona. See http:// www.nni.arizona.edu/whoweare/ collaborators.php 

2 This formulation of the results first appeared in Jorgensen and Taylor 2000:2-3. It has been reiterated in 
several papers to the present, see Sullivan 2006:4 
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these principles are not applicable to the organisations visited except in the modified form 
described below. 

Sovereignty over land may be an aspiration for some of the organisations in this study, but it 
is not an essential prerequisite for success. Sovereignty is more contentious in Australia than 
in North America. Dodson and Smith’s adaptation of the Harvard approach refers to ‘political 
jurisdiction’ which is more applicable here3. Their paper was produced as part of the 
Indigenous community governance project, based in the Centre for Aboriginal Economic 
Policy Research at the Australian National University. That research project deals with 
communities, regions and the broad policy environment, in contrast to our own which has 
studied organisations. Nevertheless, the conclusions of both studies complement each other4. 

Having jurisdiction, broadly defined, is an important element of success in Australian 
Aboriginal organisations. It means that they have effective control over their area of 
operation, and that the effects of the decisions of the Board or management impact on the 
organisation, so that there is room for learning from experience. However, all of the 
organisations operated in a mixed environment of partnership with government agencies and 
non-Indigenous interests, and all were to some extent (usually to a great extent) affected by 
government policy and regulation. The Harvard studies, which aim to encourage good 
governance so as to reduce risk for commercial enterprises in Native American communities5 
are not always applicable in this environment.  

Cultural match is also a difficult concept to apply in Australia. In some of the Harvard 
examples, traditional cultural processes contradict liberal democratic principles of fairness. 
they are also silent on the how to deal with cases where the culture is clearly out of synch 
with the needs of a modern service organisation, and on how culture is to be built into 
organisations. In Australia, Martin points out that there are aspects of Aboriginal culture that 
pose problems for policies focused on economic and social integration into mainstream 
Australia6. In later work the Harvard study authors modify cultural match to a principle of 
legitimacy, which includes both cultural norms and ideas of fairness and efficiency. Our 
studies did find that successful organisations had legitimacy among their clients because of 
effective service delivery, as well as by being sensitive to local community values. Successful 
organisations pay as much attention to ‘internal accountability’ (i.e. to the community they 
serve) as to ‘external accountability’ to governments7. However, the operation of cultural 
match within the organisations is something that most of those in our study felt needed to be 
managed. Intense loyalty to close kin, for example, which is usually a positive aspect of 
Aboriginal culture, was not felt to be appropriate in the workplace. 

Sound corporate governance was the third aspect of the Harvard studies that they proposed 
would lead to economic development. There is some debate in the mainstream literature 

                                                 

3 Dodson and Smith 2003:9 

4 Hunt and Smith, 2007:50-54 

5 Cornell and Kalt 1992:26 

6 Martin 2003:8 

7 Finlayson and Martin 1996 
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about whether sound management principles are universal and in this sense scientific8, or 
whether they mask inequitable social relations of class, gender and ethnicity9. 

While fiscal responsibility was always taken seriously by the organisations in our study, other 
management principles were more flexible. These organisations took a ‘what works’ attitude 
to management. Often a relaxed and flexible work environment was found to be more 
motivating for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal staff since staff had accepted reduced 
conditions to work in a field to which they had a personal commitment. The relationship of 
the Board, or governing committee, to the management of the organisation was also not as 
clear as management theory would normally prescribe10. In close-knit community settings 
Board members often have the local knowledge and experience to be quite ‘hands on’ with 
the organisation’s operations. They are often seen as a significant resource by the 
organisation’s management team.  

                                                 

8 Hubbard, Heaps and Cocks 2002 

9 Parker 2002 

10 See Edwards and Clough 2005:14 
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3 KEY FINDINGS  

Our project starting point is that successful organisations must first build foundations for 
sound management and robust corporate governance. They also pay attention to governance 
of service delivery. In program terms a ‘successful organisation’ delivers efficient, effective 
services providing value for money. Successful organisations have internal characteristics 
which may be discerned through research although external performance indicators such as 
meeting service targets, providing effective professional service delivery and robust corporate 
governance are key success indicators. These aspects are critical, not least because public 
funds are provided for delivery of public services. however, in the community service sector 
attention to governance of service delivery is equally important and an indicator to success.  

Our study focused on Indigenous organisations successful on the evidence available at the 
time of the field visit. Organisations are, however, dynamic. What some senior managers 
described as ‘the alignment of the planets’ when explaining why they were successful, 
involves a delicate balance between internal and external factors; a balance sometimes 
temporal and fragile.  

In broad terms success is, as one senior manager said, ‘a journey which is never completed’. 
other views defined success in aspirational terms. All used assessment tools measuring their 
progress incrementally under strategic plans, through performance indicators, mechanisms 
for monitoring service, and reporting on key achievements. many received and sought 
feedback from clients and external stakeholders.  

Outlined below are the features of successful Indigenous organisations observed across 
sixteen case study organisations (from the Pilot and Stage 2). It should be noted that the case 
studies in protected area management (Booderee, Dhimurru and Nitmiluk) were of 
partnerships between organisations.  

 

GOOD CORPORATE GOVERNANCE 

Successful Indigenous organisations understand the imperative for good governance and take 
steps to avoid the risk of poor governance. Governance training was embraced by all 
successful organisations, however different strategies and approaches were observed. Most 
commonly, Board members participated in courses sponsored by regulators, such as the 
Office of the Registrar of Aboriginal Corporations (ORAC), through the Australian Institute 
of Company Directors (AICD), and also through local registered training organisations. 

Rumbalara uses an innovative approach to educating potential Board members prior to an 
election. They hold an information session, open to all members during which the CEO, chair 
and Board members explain the responsibilities, expectations and skills required of their 
roles, and answer questions from members. Open and informal discussion is encouraged. The 
aim is to inform potential Board members of the job’s entailments, to provide community 
education on corporate governance, and to encourage community members to stand for 
office. 

Our empirical findings show that it is important for governance to be appropriate and tailored 
to the specifics of the operating circumstances. Similarly, governance ‘training’ does not have 
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to be formal or didactic. Participating in wider community governance roles also brings 
benefits. 

Worn Gundidj’s Chief Financial Officer (CFO) was invited to act as a Board member of a 
local government organisation. Her participation in this non-Indigenous forum broadened her 
governance experience and enabled her to bring new knowledge and skills into her own 
workplace. 

Similarly, the chair of Tweed Byron Local Aboriginal Land Council sits on the Aboriginal 
Advisory Committee of the Tweed Shire Council and previously participated in a mentoring 
program with a senior council member. These experiences have added to the chair’s 
governance skills and understanding of council processes and administration. 

Sound governance not only requires a skilled and technically competent Board; it also 
requires leadership establishing and affirming the separation of powers between Board and 
administration. 

Most organisations displayed a clear separation of powers between the Board and 
administration. 

Our research indicates that the Boards of successful Indigenous organisations are both 
representative of their community, and possess the skills and expertise required to provide 
strategic leadership for the effective operation of the organisation. These two critical 
elements are not mutually exclusive; rather, successful Boards are both representative and 
highly skilled in corporate governance. 

There is often a dilemma about the mix between strong community representation and having 
some ‘expert’ voices on the Board. Non-Indigenous governance principles often emphasise 
the need for a Board to stay at arms length from the operations of a Corporation and to 
provide general oversight only. In Indigenous settings smaller groups, limited available 
expertise, and the importance of local knowledge often mean that Board members are 
necessarily more intimately involved with the operation of the Corporation. A range of 
governance structures were observed varying from an entirely Indigenous Board elected from 
the local community through to appointed Boards with members representing different 
interests and with different expertise. The more effective Boards were representative of both 
the community and/or region they serve and representative of relevant areas of expertise.  

 

EFFICIENT RESPONSIVE SERVICE DELIVERY  

Successful organisations appreciate that the management of service delivery is of equal 
importance to corporate governance, and therefore carefully consider how service delivery is 
managed, monitored, made accessible and accountable. These organisations have procedures 
for ensuring they are responsive and accountable to clients.  

Strategies observed were: client surveys, informing clients of complaint processes for poor 
service, and training front line staff in quality control techniques. SWAMS is an organisation 
rebuilding its credibility. Senior staff conduct ‘spot checks’ on delivery quality to assess 
client satisfaction and consistency in service standards. The organisation approaches service 
accountability proactively, and for the first time, has introduced clients to a widely publicised 
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complaints process. SWAMS provides copies of the policy and complaint forms with their 
service delivery.  

Some organisations are using tools to evaluate the impact of service delivery beyond 
‘outputs’ and ‘outcomes’ to thinking about the impact their service delivery is having on 
clients’ lives.  

Serious about service, SWAMS engaged Oxfam Australia to educate field staff on the 
importance of service quality and assessment tools they could apply. SWAMS adopted the 
‘Most Significant Change’ technique for gauging service quality. With data from this process, 
SWAMS lobbies government for continued funding by demonstrating the tangible difference 
access to their services has for Indigenous people; the positive impact of their services. 

 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

Engaging community members and providing information on the activities of the 
organisation, is seen as an important means for ensuring accountability to members and 
community. 

Wangka Maya has a monthly spot on local Aboriginal community radio that reaches many 
clients who have poor literacy levels. 

Murdi Paaki has regular communication with clients, stakeholders and partners through 
monthly newsletters, media releases, and a website. The tone of the newsletters is 
celebratory, valuing the achievements of project participants in communities, and staff 
working for the organisation. 

At Awabakal, a monthly newsletter, Healthy Vibes is developed in partnership with Hunter-
New England Health and is made available to all members. The publication covers program 
updates, an events calendar, recipes, updates on community groups such as sporting teams, 
contact details for programs mentioned, an Awabakal member profile, and other features such 
as an Aboriginal history section. 

Meetings, functions, classes and information activities are venues for community 
involvement and interaction. 

Rumbalara holds regular community meetings and sponsors important celebrations such as 
NAIDOC, Sorry Day and its own anniversaries. They have a newly completed barbecue area 
to host social events. 

Using local knowledge and expertise taps into community resources. 

The ‘Bringing Them Home’ coordinator from Awabakal established a reference group of 
survivors from the Stolen Generation, mental health workers and community elders to 
provide program guidance and ensure appropriate service delivery.  
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INTERNAL STRENGTH 

Successful organisations acknowledge that empowerment comes from a position of internal 
strength. Organisations displaying ‘internal strength’ possessed the following features:  

> Clear and transparent vision and objectives for the organisation, with regular 
corporate and business planning;  

> Strong compliance performance in funding use and acquittal;  

> Close ongoing monitoring of program budgets;  

> Business orientation in financial management; 

> Collection of data on service provision for internal and external monitoring of 
performance. 

Rumbalara’s Board and senior staff negotiate for government funding from a considered 
position. They do not take any or all funded programs on offer. Instead they consider the 
resource impost, funding timeframes, and do a cost-benefit analysis. In former times, they ran 
programs ‘on the smell of an oily rag’. Now they appreciate the need to strike a good deal, 
not simply accept programs for the sake of it. This shows strategic thinking. However, Board 
members also knew that ‘community organisations cannot be in this position (to effectively 
negotiate with government) if they are not financially viable’. 

 

ACCOUNTABILITY TO FUNDING BODIES 

Successful organisations demonstrate robust administrative and accountability systems for 
achieving financial competency, viability and accountability to funding bodies, as well as to 
clients. 

 

STRONG LEADERSHIP 

Successful organisations have strong leadership. Effective CEOs encourage connections to 
their Indigenous communities and clients, and develop wider relationships with industry 
associations, government, NGOs and local or regionally based mainstream providers. 
Successful organisations participate in advocacy forums during government inquiries and 
promote policy exchange and consultations with all stakeholders in their service sector.  

VACCA is an example of a proactive organisation in this regard. They employ a policy 
officer and an in-house research officer. The policy officer works with the CEO to ensure 
VACCA contributes to policy and legislative forums relevant to Indigenous families and 
children. 

Good leadership requires CEOs to look outwards, comparing service standards with industry-
wide benchmarks. 
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At SWAMS and Worn Gundidj, the CEOs attend meetings of industry-wide organisations to 
give them perspective on how others are faring in similar enterprises, both for benchmarking 
and for fresh ideas. 

Strong leadership must be supported by personal values and professional integrity. Codes of 
conduct act as reminders of these values and their role in decision-making and organisational 
practice. 

A CEO emphasised this by suggesting that good governance is ‘doing the right thing when 
nobody is looking’. 

‘Leadership from behind’ is a management term that means that all members of staff take 
responsibility for best practice in their workplace11. It can also apply to development of a 
strong team of senior staff supporting the implementation work of a CEO; a practice observed 
in a number of successful organisations. 

At Awabakal, program coordinators are passionate, committed, and highly qualified, bringing 
significant experience in their particular field to their roles. They display initiative, leadership 
and careful consideration in developing programs and delivering services. Coordinators are 
aware of the strengths and limitations of their staff and consciously draw on these strengths to 
enhance and expand staff capacities. 

The following qualities were also observed as important features of leadership in Indigenous 
organisations: 

> Flexibility and willingness to innovate and embrace change;  

> Openness to challenge; 

> Vision and passion; 

> Effective communication with communities and stakeholders alike.  

 

STAFF DEVELOPMENT 

Successful organisations are staffed by people passionate about their work. Management 
supports staff ensuring workplaces are physically and emotionally safe and conducive to 
productive, harmonious work relations. For many staff positive workplaces were ‘like family’ 
where people were valued and respected.  

Successful organisations recognise that skilled, competent staff are crucial building blocks for 
a strong organisation. They value and appreciate their staff. 

At Worn Gundidj, management recognise small personal victories as being as important as 
organisational success indicators. Rewards take varied forms: a Christmas bonus, staff 

                                                 

11 See R.A. Heifetz, 2000. Leadership Without Easy Answers , Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass 
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barbecues, the development of workplace facilities such cooking facilities in lunchrooms or 
an on-site gym. 

Attractive employment packages and benefits can aid recruitment and overcome difficulties 
with not having comparable wage levels or housing availability as in some ‘mainstream’ 
employment. These can include loan schemes for housing and salary packaging 
arrangements. 

Bama Ngappi Ngappi encourages staff to take advantage of salary sacrifice and a staff-
lending discount through its bank to provide incentives. 

Brambuk purchased housing in the local community for staff, so they wouldn’t have to travel 
long distances to get to work. 

Staff development is emphasised by: leading by example, mentoring, formal training, skills 
transfer, on-the-job instruction, secondments and involvement in wider settings. 

At Booderee, having a dedicated training officer position is supported by the joint 
management arrangement, and gives the impetus for training activities. Booderee’s long term 
goal is Aboriginal sole management rather than joint management. Having a training officer 
provides a powerful catalyst for the capacity of the community and individuals to play a 
greater role in the complex task of managing a protected area.  

Regular formal and informal communication between staff and management, particularly 
during periods of organisational change, is valued by strong organisations. 

At the Bama Ngappi Ngappi Townsville EmployNET office, staff have an informal meeting 
at 8.30am each day to discuss day-to-day issues.  

At SWAMS, an organisation undergoing organisational change, the CEO committed to a 
monthly Broadsheet outlining the work of the Executive and outcomes of the Governing 
Committee meetings. This formalised feedback ensures transparency and helps prevent 
gossip and misunderstandings. 

Successful organisations have established strong policies and procedures that are consistently 
referred to and regularly reviewed and updated, creating a common understanding of 
organisational goals and how to achieve them. 

Rumbalara staff and Board have developed a document of policies and procedures for 
organisational practice and governance over a long period. The process of its development is 
almost as important as the end result. It is a ‘common ground policy’ and a living document, 
and staff refer to it on a day-to-day basis, and use it as a check to see they’re on the right 
track and to avoid errors. It is reviewed and updated regularly and covers the full range of 
procedures such as leave provisions, working hours and potentially contentious areas such as 
vehicle use or drug and alcohol abuse. 

MPREC has developed a Business Management System, an operations manual that ensures 
administrative, financial and operational systems are being correctly applied by supervisors 
and managers and provides support for all employees. 

Neutrality in community conflict is seen as important for engaging all community members. 
Community politics is not allowed to continue in the workplace.  
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Induction processes ensure suitability for positions and minimise the negative impact of a 
high staff turnover. 

Papunya Tula has a policy of a three-month trial period for all staff, and new field workers 
will not work independently until this induction period is finished. By this time, it is usually 
clear to both the trial staff member, and to the artists and management, whether or not they 
are suitable for the job. In some cases, when a suitably experienced field worker may not be 
available, the manager will spend time out bush with new workers to ensure consistency. 

 

ABILITY TO RESPOND TO CHANGE 

Successful Indigenous organisations are flexible. they recognise that external changes often 
require internal change to ensure a continuing fit between organisational structure and the 
operating context. They accept change as a ‘natural’ part of the dynamic interactive cycle of 
internal and external relations with clients, stakeholders and the operating environment. 
Nevertheless, successful organisations maintain a strong cultural identity while negotiating 
change. 

‘Learning organisations’ are able to effectively engage with change and seek innovation. 

At Worn Gundidj, the senior management is lateral thinking and has what is called in the 
management literature ‘a learning organisational culture’. Management engages with change, 
seeks innovation and is not afraid to experiment. 

Anticipating policy change is a valuable skill in the constantly changing environment of 
Indigenous affairs. Successful organisations create a space to manoeuvre between the 
requirements of government policy and the aims of the organisations. 

Bama Ngappi Ngappi’s CEO brought a wealth of skills from the corporate finance sector 
with a keen sense for decoding policy: what he termed ‘reading the policy tea leaves’. This is 
especially difficult in times of dynamic change where policy is developing and shifting 
constantly.  

Bama Ngappi Ngappi accepted new parameters, particularly for Job Network related 
schemes. It then worked to identify the discretionary space within the new regulatory 
framework to achieve its aims. 

Coping with change is a major challenge for all of the organisations studied as government 
policies and programs change, new circumstances arise and the enterprise develops. 

SWAMS had to undergo rapid ‘top-down’ change management to convince the funding body 
that it could embrace reform. The executive managed the situation while keeping the 
organisation afloat in a process described as ‘unfreezing, shaking up and refreezing’. 
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STRATEGIC ENGAGEMENT IN PARTNERSHIPS 

Strong organisations are strategic in establishing and nurturing partnerships, carefully 
considering where partnerships can contribute to the achievement of their objectives and 
vision. 

The majority of the organisations in our study have entered some form of partnership with 
external bodies. Funding partnerships are the most readily identified; although the nature of 
the partnership might be arguable given it is a contractual relationship with little of the 
features we generally associate with partnerships as joint or collaborative activities. Different 
forms of partnership were observed as were qualitative differences in the content of the 
relationship. 

For funding partnerships, a robust negotiating style is necessary so that contracts are realistic 
for the organisations. Showing an understanding of the language and philosophy of 
government partners is important. 

Strong organisations insist on maintaining cultural identity and organisational integrity while 
engaging in partnerships.  

Successful organisations have found partnerships with local government agencies, businesses 
and other community groups (both formal and informal) to be beneficial in both enhancing 
local relationships and increasing opportunities for collaboration.  

Murdi Paaki works in partnership with local government developing social capital and 
physical infrastructure in rural towns across central western NSW. Similarly, Tweed Byron 
Local Aboriginal Land Council works collaboratively with Tweed Shire Council on local 
conservation projects. 

Informal meetings between Indigenous organisations and other local organisations and 
government agencies were commonly observed as was the delivery of cultural awareness 
training to local groups by Indigenous organisations. Sporting activities such as with local 
police provide opportunities for social interaction. Working with local government and 
businesses on issues such as community safety or employment opportunities can have 
practical outcomes and build relationships. 

External partnerships were particularly important for the three environmental conservation 
and management organisations surveyed in the study, outlined in the next section. 

 

BUILDING FOR THE FUTURE 

Strategic planning is fundamental to ensuring the sustainability of an organisation. However, 
flexibility in the detail of implementing strategic plans is equally important. 

Different planning processes were observed across organisations such as planning retreats for 
management and the Board, and the use of planning consultants. 

Successful enterprises plan for the future by engaging the young people of their communities. 
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At Tweed Byron, hiring a 21-year-old administrative assistant (through CDEP) has increased 
participation by young people in meetings. 

At Nitmiluk, children often attend Board meetings with their parents, and go on briefing and 
discussion sessions with their families on boats in the Park. At Booderee, there is a Junior 
Ranger Program for primary students introducing them to environmental and Indigenous 
issues and the Park.  

 

FOCUS ON CORE BUSINESS 

Common understanding and acceptance of organisational vision, aims and objectives across 
the Board, staff and community is essential for success. Clear aims also serve as benchmarks 
for expanding services. 

Wangka Maya has a clear vision and set of objectives. Their strategic plan guides the 
development and implementation of their vision and objectives. When diversifying programs, 
the Board is careful to ensure that these do not deflect from its core business, and is prepared 
to refuse additional funds if a new project does not support their core objectives. 

In order to focus on core business some organisations outsource non-core activities. 

Bama Ngappi Ngappi has outsourced human resources and payroll, information technology, 
and vehicle fleet management, to allow the organisation to concentrate on core business. 

Some organisations create a ‘hub and spoke’ structure so that each element can concentrate 
on core business and minimise risk to the whole. 

Wunan and Brambuk use a ‘hub and spoke’ operations model where separate parts of the 
organisation operate with the central support, but whose commercial operations are run and 
accounted for separately. This can minimise risk to the whole enterprise if one section is 
failing. 

 

INTERCULTURAL ORGANISATIONS 

‘Intercultural organisations’ (Martin 2005) work effectively with the co-existence of 
difference and are therefore more likely to achieve their aims. 

In selecting, merging, and combining values from the wider society with those from the 
Indigenous domain, intercultural organisations such as VACCA confront and contest 
assumptions about the composition of what makes a ‘culturally appropriate’ service. They do 
not operate as if isolated in a cocoon of Indigenous values and practices disconnected from 
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous worlds.  

Workplace diversity is effectively managed by intercultural organisations. Good working 
relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff are vital.  
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Durri’s management seeks to work with workplace diversity rather than against it. 
Management expects non-Indigenous staff to mentor Indigenous staff in a process of skill 
transference and role modelling, and workplace discrimination is not tolerated.  

Organisations have established clear policies and guidelines for effective management of 
workplace diversity and intercultural relationships.  

At VACCA, non-Aboriginal staff are aware that they cannot ‘speak for culture’ and must 
‘never assume knowledge of the cultural background’ of situations.  

Maintaining neutrality and ‘working across families’ can be a challenge.  

At SWAMS, the CEO effectively deals with this challenge by carefully managing kinship 
relationships to avoid their intrusion into the workplace. If clients refer to her as ‘Aunty’ in 
the workplace, she draws the distinction that she is ‘Glenda at work and Aunty outside of 
work’.  

 

EXTERNAL FACTORS  

External factors are important in providing the conditions for strong organisations. Good 
local infrastructure, and attractive location, housing and reliable sources of funding all 
improve the ability of an Indigenous organisation to function well.  
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4 OTHER FINDINGS: SUCCESSFUL NATURAL RESOURCE 
MANAGEMENT ORGANISATIONS  

Collaborative partnerships on Country led to shared knowledge through mentoring, skills 
transfer and cross cultural experiences. 

 

SUCCESSFUL NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT ORGANISATIONS 

The three case studies of natural resource management organisations were conducted 
separately from the main studies by Dr Dermot Smyth and Ms Toni Bauman. There were 
many common features with the organisations surveyed in the pilot and main studies, and 
these are noted in the previous section. Factors specific to natural resource management are 
outlined here. 

Successful case studies of natural resource management demonstrate that partnerships 
between community and government are not only possible in different contexts, but benefit 
Indigenous people in a variety of ways. Environmental protection including biodiversity 
conservation has been achieved through leaseback arrangements (of Aboriginal land to a 
government conservation agency, as occurs at Nitmiluk and Booderee) and under voluntary 
partnerships (such as those at Dhimurru to manage Indigenous Protected Areas).  

The common elements in all three case studies were: 

> The commitment of Indigenous people to utilise the opportunities presented by the 
establishment of protected areas as a means to care for their country and all its 
associated cultural and natural values, and as a means for community and individual 
development; 

> The importance of a diversity of partnerships to achieve the mix of personnel, 
resources, expertise and commitment to achieve the goals of protected area 
management, whether or not Indigenous people have sole responsibility for 
management or are part of mandated joint management arrangements;  

> The necessity of good working relationships and mutual respect between the 
individuals involved in protected area partnerships; 

> The pivotal importance of Indigenous land ownership as the foundation on which to 
build protected area partnerships;  

> The necessity of having secure, annual core funding with which to develop robust 
work programs, deliver minimum standards of management and with which to 
leverage additional funding and support to further enhance conservation and 
community outcomes;  

> The importance of allocating sufficient resources and planning to participatory 
community development approaches which involve transparent decision-making and 
dispute management processes that are aimed at outcomes which are owned by 
Traditional Owners; 
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> The dependence of the success of joint management upon the competent governance 
procedures and capacities of each of the partners involved, and the overall governance 
of joint management; 

> The need to balance Indigenous holistic community development approaches to 
management of protected areas with the fact that joint management cannot be a 
panacea for all problems; 

> The management of protected areas as one of progressive and incremental 
improvement involving the serial capacity building of all involved across a range of 
areas. 

Leadership and the authority of Traditional Owners is preserved under joint management 
arrangements by seconding a government officer (NT parks and Wildlife ranger) to work 
collaboratively and in a mentoring role with Dhimurru on day-to day management issues. 

A key element of Dhimurru’s success is the capacity to negotiate and sustain diverse 
research, management, advisory and financial partnerships. The network of partnerships and 
alliances has provided substantial income and resources resulting in an operating annual 
budget similar to that of Nitmiluk National Park. This is an important lesson as it 
demonstrates the value of successful partnerships. Dhimurru has a greater diversity of 
partnerships than any other protected area. 

Booderee demonstrates the capacity of an Aboriginal owned commercial enterprise 
undertaking park management tasks under service contracts, with potential for Indigenous 
employment in mainstream government conservation agencies. 

From the Nitmiluk case study we see the importance of balancing commercial, 
environmental, social and cultural imperatives. At Nitmiluk the joint management structure 
has led to commercial tourism and economic opportunities for community members. 

The different partnership structures are supported by a strong training focus with different 
learning between partners occurring in different contexts. Collaborative partnerships on 
Country led to shared knowledge through mentoring, skills transfer and cross-cultural 
experiences. Another form of knowledge and skills were learnt in formal decision-making 
relationships such as membership of Boards of management and other corporate governance 
structures. 

At Nitmiluk, essential elements for good governance were identified as: 

> Short, medium and long-term strategic and operational planning involving all parties; 

> Built-in planning, evaluation and accountability measures which are matched against 
resources, the rights, and interests of all parties and their emotional, procedural and 
substantive needs; 

> Sufficient time and resources to affirm Indigenous on-Country relationships and other 
Indigenous cultural needs, and for cultural awareness training for non-Indigenous 
participants; 
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> The guarantee of sufficient long-term resources to ensure the good governance of all 
parties involved and their ability to implement plans; 

> The consolidation of partnerships before entering into new ones, recognising that too 
many partnerships can be a management and resource issue; 

> Building the capacity of all parties through shared understanding, by identifying 
existing talents and ways of building new skills; 

> The skilled facilitative processes in ensuring: free, prior and informed consent, that 
decisions are owned and sustainable, that decision-making processes are inclusive of 
relevant interest groups, and that processes and outcomes are tailored to existing local 
capacity, needs and interests; and in designing effective relationship building 
exercises; 

> Employing the ‘right’ people, leadership, and having succession plans in place; 

> A strong focus on Indigenous youth and on the development of flexible alternative 
vocational pathways for Indigenous employment in the Park; 

> A dedicated full-time capacity-development, training position and a dedicated full-
time cultural awareness, engagement and community education position. 

Though these elements of good governance were developed in a natural resource 
management context, they are more widely applicable across any organisation. 

Different features of the case examples also show: 

> The impact of the partnership on effective management including the degree of choice 
involved in entering a partnership; 

> That different understandings exist of Indigenous ‘sole management’ and ‘joint 
management’ of protected areas and how this can lead to misunderstandings; 

> That partnerships may involve ‘trade offs’; do the benefits of Indigenous participation 
in protected area partnerships outweigh the loss of traditional economic and other 
opportunities on their land? and 

> The pressing challenge for Indigenous partnerships is managing the marine 
components of protected areas where recognition of Indigenous rights and interests in 
the sea is limited.  
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5 UNIVERSAL PRINCIPLES OF MANAGEMENT AND 
INDIGENOUS-SPECIFIC FACTORS 

Successful Indigenous organisations operate effectively with a blend of Indigenous culture 
and mainstream management practices and governance principles. 

The pilot study demonstrated that success in Indigenous organisations shares factors in 
common with non-Indigenous organisations. The two case study organisations for the 
scoping project measured well against generic criteria (listed by Hubbard, Heaps and Cocks 
2002). Stage 2 research provided further demonstration that generic indicators of successful 
organisations are observable in successful Indigenous organisations. Successful Indigenous 
organisations operate effectively with a blend of Indigenous culture and mainstream 
management practices and governance principles. 

Critics of Indigenous organisations argue that Indigenous cultural practices make it difficult 
for organisations to operate effectively with non-Indigenous management practices and 
governance principles. However, Indigenous organisations successfully operated with a blend 
of practices. No one denied the centrality and importance of good governance. 

Indigenous specific perspectives are an advantage to service delivery and a cross-cultural 
perspective is valued by staff and clients. 

Non-Indigenous staff at Durri Medical Service preferred working there to employment with 
mainstream providers citing their reasons as the family friendly atmosphere, client 
appreciation and higher levels of job satisfaction. 

The sense of making a difference to the Indigenous communities can foster a higher 
motivation among all staff, which can compensate for other disadvantages in the Indigenous 
sector (such as poorer resourcing and salary levels). 

Successful Indigenous organisations have a greater capacity for effectively managing 
workplace diversity than non-Indigenous organisations, as they understand how the co-
existence of difference can be an advantage. 

VACCA has an all-Indigenous Board, an Indigenous CEO, and a majority of Indigenous 
staff. Some senior managers are Indigenous; others are non-Indigenous. The CEO insists on 
professional standards of conduct in administrative practice and daily delivery of services. At 
one level she openly challenges assumptions that an Indigenous organisation should differ in 
its operations and practices from a mainstream organisation. Still, VACCA’s Board and 
management insist that service delivery reflect Aboriginal cultural values drawing especially 
on Aboriginal knowledge of family and kinship. The CEO and senior managers support this. 
These values shape how client services operate, while the administration of service delivery, 
the adoption of service standards, and attention to client satisfaction mirrors mainstream 
professional practices and behaviours. In this respect VACCA understands the importance of 
acknowledging the expectations of the two cultural systems in which it operates.  

Service delivery must be relevant and appropriate to engage with particular client needs. 
Successful Indigenous organisations share organisational principles common in successful 
mainstream organisations, as well as an understanding that some organisational practices and 
processes need to accommodate the specific needs of the client group.  
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6  BARRIERS TO SUCCESS IN INDIGENOUS ORGANISATIONS  

 

The study identified the following factors that limit the ability of Indigenous organisations to 
be successful: 

 

Funding levels cannot support verified demand for services 

Most service providers identified a significant funding gap in respect to their service demand. 
They adopted a variety of strategies to bridge the gaps, but strategies must be carefully 
chosen to avoid conflict with management principles. Frequently small organisations in the 
study relied on CDEP labour to bridge the difference between demand and available 
resources, including funding. One organisation decided not to go to the expense of an annual 
report since it was not required by the regulator. Others cut into their operational funds for 
savings to cover periods of funding shortfall. Others rely on in-kind support from the front-
line workers of government agencies, an inherently problematic and fragile relationship. 

Added to the difficulty of providing services with inadequate funding many organisations 
pointed to constant change in policy objectives, program funding guidelines and program 
implementation reforms. Reforms and revisions increased the difficulty of long-term 
planning and assuring clients of continuity of service. The capacity for long-term planning by 
the service provider also suffered.  

 

Recruiting and retaining staff is difficult for Indigenous organisations when facing the 

impact of competition with mainstream agencies able to offer better pay and conditions 

Almost all organisations identified recruitment and retention of staff as a key challenge. 
Many CEOs of Indigenous organisations complain that mainstream agencies pay better and 
inevitably this lures their staff away. On the other hand, many Indigenous staff said they saw 
their work as important to their community and derived satisfaction from the opportunity to 
work for the betterment of their community. 

In conditions of short-term funding security of tenure and conditions of work can attract good 
staff away from an organisation, particularly for those in skilled positions where mainstream 
employment offers a professional career path. Most Indigenous organisations have difficulty 
attracting experienced managers with skill, vision and expertise in their particular industry 
sectors. Where organisations want only Indigenous CEOs this decision can limit their pool of 
potential senior staff. 

 

Staff training in management and reporting skills is lacking 

Until very recently the current emphasis on governance training for Indigenous organisations 
paid limited attention to the importance of ancillary skills, such as financial literacy. 
Financial competency to manage complex service contracts is increasingly necessary. 
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Knowledge of the policy process and control of appropriate policy language is another skill 
set often under-emphasised and frequently an unrecognised need. Training in high-level 
written skills for successful submission writing, matched with the capacity to develop strong 
relationships with government officials for the preparation and facilitation of contract 
relationships are new skills yet to be widely acknowledged. 

 

Non-indigenous partners often lack a nuanced understanding of the complex holistic 

nature of indigenous client service needs 

Failure to understand the multi-dimensional nature of Indigenous welfare issues results in 
pressure on organisations to conform to inappropriate organisational models and 
administrative procedures that ignore the fact that services are multi-funded. 

In some cases barriers to success are a result of government misunderstanding an 
organisation’s role in holistic service delivery. While many mainstream organisations are 
moving to a broader understanding of their social roles by adopting an emphasis on the ‘triple 
bottom line’ (financial, social and environmental accountabilities) Indigenous organisations, 
in contrast, experience increasing pressure from governments to restrict services to core 
services.  

Indigenous community organisations ‘case manage’ their clients by facilitating access to a 
range of services. The necessity for integrated, holistic services is based on practical 
knowledge of Indigenous lifestyles and how best to meet client needs.  

 

Staff burnout  

It may be difficult for staff to separate their identity as members of the community from their 
work role. Effectively, they are never ‘off duty’ and can be approached about work matters 
out-of-hours. Achieving a balance between private and work life is hard to achieve and ‘burn 
out’ can be a problem.  

 

Marketing and commercial imperatives  

While service-oriented organisations often have excellent feedback mechanisms about 
service delivery, customer focus and client satisfaction need constant attention and evaluation 
in commercial or marketing operations. While this is rarely a problem in the organisations 
studied, which had strong customer focus, in competitive markets such as tourism the 
marketing and delivery of products needs training and experience.  
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7  POLICY IMPLICATIONS  

THE IMPACT OF CURRENT POLICY ON INDIGENOUS ORGANISATIONS 

A key feature of the changes observed in Commonwealth Indigenous affairs is a policy 
emphasis on all sectors of society accepting responsibility for addressing welfare needs. The 
Australian Government has borrowed ideas from ‘third way’ welfare reforms in the UK for 
more inclusive government, the development of civil society and the role of moral 
imperatives (responsibility, obligations and mutualism) in relationships between government 
and individuals. In Indigenous affairs, government’s role is less of a provider, and more of an 
enabler. The policy goal is providing Indigenous access to opportunities and services enjoyed 
by the wider society either through Indigenous-specific measures or through culturally 
inclusive mainstream services. 

The terms for service delivery of Indigenous welfare programs have changed under policy 
shifts. Some nationally-delivered services are no longer grant-funded programs but now 
subject to competitive tendering under contract funding. Indigenous welfare reforms 
encourage cross-sector partnerships and Australian government policy initiatives support this 
through whole-of-government frameworks for coordinated responses accommodating all 
levels of government, the Indigenous community and, where relevant, industry involvement. 
Many of these challenges are new to Indigenous service delivery organisations. The rapidly 
changing Indigenous policy environment following the close of ATSIC has demanded new 
responses of Indigenous organisations. One of those responses is internal organisational 
reform and new ways of working, including partnerships and alliances with non-Indigenous 
groups. For these reasons, this research asks how well community based organisations have 
dealt with the new challenges, and in what aspects have their organisational and corporate 
practices adopted mainstream principles and where have they maintained Indigenous-specific 
orientations, and why? Both the questions and the focus establish new areas of research for 
which there is little empirical data currently published.  

 

RESPONSE TO THE NEW ARRANGEMENTS IN INDIGENOUS AFFAIRS  

Between 2004 and 2005 Commonwealth changes in the administration of Indigenous 
programs led to the abolition of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander commission 
(ATSIC). Program-based changes followed including the incorporation of Indigenous 
specific programs in mainstream agencies. The Coalition’s reform agenda in Indigenous 
affairs links the new administrative architecture with new policy objectives. Better quality in 
service delivery standards is a critical lever in the change agenda premised on the principle, 
outlined in the 2006 Indigenous affairs policy Blueprint, that Indigenous Australians should 
not be treated differently from other Australians in terms of access to opportunities.  

Strategies to instrumentally shape governance and accountability practices in Indigenous 
organisations are:  

> A revised and amended Commonwealth incorporation statute for Indigenous 
organisations;  
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> Changes to the composition of CDEP Boards prescribing specific skill sets of 
directors and standard corporate activities such as strategic planning, and Board 
training for directors;  

> Reorienting welfare assistance programs like CDEP to emphasise Indigenous 
employment policies based on employer demands rather than the ‘work creation’ 
model of CDEP;  

> Raising accountability standards in program funding agreements/contracts to levels 
which exceed the regulator’s requirements. Many indicators are directed at improving 
governance and ensuring that different standards of service quality and delivery 
disappear and Indigenous people receive the same quality of attention as do other 
Australians;  

> The Australian government has the benefit of additional mechanisms to drive a 
whole-of-government approach, such as bi-lateral funding agreements with state and 
territory governments, matched funding, and in-kind resourcing. Many key issues of 
Indigenous conditions and service access are jurisdictional matters of state and 
territories. Consequently, cross-government mechanisms are essential for linkage and 
management of joint roles;  

> Key elements of the new Indigenous policy framework are: an integrated ‘whole-of-
government’ approach to program development and implementation, the introduction 
of ‘shared responsibility’ as a policy objective of government/community partnerships 
and mainstreaming of Indigenous-specific programs to close service gaps and 
unnecessary distinctions;  

> Some Indigenous organisations were ambivalent about the changes. They found the 
new language and focus disorientating and queried the appropriateness of 
contestability and competitive tendering for delivery of welfare services. These 
organisations struggle with their community objectives under the changed regime. By 
contrast, other organisations demonstrated their capacity to meet new service 
objectives and overcome initial challenges to their comfort zones. 

 

INCREASED REPORTING DEMANDS AND COMPLIANCE COSTS 

Many participating organisations are funded under contestable service contracts. Reducing 
high transactional costs in the community service sector through market forces may seem an 
attractive policy. However, the organisations in this study argue that market mechanisms are 
flawed since the funding agencies do not take into account the high resource costs of 
servicing compliance and conforming to multiple reporting regimes. Indigenous organisations 
observed that agency compliance standards often exceed those of their corporate regulator 
(such as the Australian Securities and Investments Commission or Consumer Affairs 
Victoria) effectively yielding the regulation of the organisation to the funding agencies. A 
mix of Commonwealth, State/Territory, and private sources fund the programs delivered by 
organisations in this study. There are no common compliance standards between the different 
departments and different levels of government. A range of disparate administrative, 
accountability and financial reporting pervades all Indigenous programs, and all levels of 
government. Many organisations also operate with a mix of grants and fee-for-service 
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contracts. This is confusing since the different funding structures often have contradictory 
policy objectives.  

Universally, organisations report that current funding and acquittals practices are 
administratively burdensome, and pay little attention to the grant term or amount of money 
involved. Not all organisations were aware that the Australian government now works with a 
standard contract template under which a number of different and separately funded activity 
schedules can sit. 

Organisations argue that grant/contract compliance drains organisational capacity, including 
prioritising compliance ahead of service. Few grant-funded programs cover administrative 
costs. The administrative burden is exacerbated by red tape where different departments of 
state and territory governments have yet to standardise reporting, compliance and acquittal 
processes. Multi-funded organisations report time-consuming administrative processes that 
increasingly, require servicing by a designated staff member with extensive corporate 
financial competency. 

The extent of the compliance and reporting impost on Indigenous organisations was 
remarkable. In one remote regional location, it has been reported that the Aboriginal 
community council had to acquit funding from ‘48 separate grants from sixteen state and 
federal government agencies and six non-government organisations’ (Queensland Audit 
Office 2004 quoted in Limerick 2006:38). 

The organisations argue that program reporting and detailed acquittals negatively impact on 
actual service delivery and organisational success. Contract funding agreements allow 
external agencies to interfere with internal governance processes if risk assessments indicate 
possible failure of service delivery. Performance measures can create tensions between 
government imperatives for value for money from contract providers and a community view 
of community-controlled service providers. New terms and conditions for Indigenous service 
delivery challenge those comfortable with the previous processes. 

Competitive tendering for service contracts require staff and Boards of Indigenous providers 
to demonstrate skill sets commonly found in commercial organisations, for instance, a 
capacity to operate competitively and ensure value for money, technical skills to aggressively 
negotiate funding terms with government agencies, a high standard of literacy for complex 
legal and administrative contracts, access to experienced qualified financial advisers, and 
political competence to navigate the policy environment anticipating the direction of future 
change. Acquiring new skills demands flexibility and this was more likely when the 
following preconditions exist:  

> A CEO with the capacity to ‘look outwards’ recognising the existence of industry-
wide benchmarks in his/her service sector and the importance of reviewing, revising 
and reforming service delivery as necessary;  

> An organisation that embraces change, seeking innovation. Such organisations are 
termed ‘learning organisations’. Some of the study organisations proactively initiated 
partnerships and alliances to create synergies with mainstream providers. They 
welcomed collaborative arrangements as an additional resource and in some cases, 
they arranged to share corporate infrastructure and mutual responsibility for services. 
This pattern was especially evident in the health field;  
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> Positive relationships between Indigenous organisations and government agencies 
frequently developed out of a proven track record of robust governance and 
performance of service by the organisation. In these circumstances, the government 
agency was often willing to meet the organisation’s need;  

> The organisation had wide local and regional support from stakeholders and clients. 
The organisation enjoyed broad community participation and engagement, support not 
confined to the Indigenous community alone;  

> Policy ‘savvy’ includes a network of relationships with key agencies at local and state 
government levels, and access and support from the private sector;  

> Managing to ensure that the important social role of an Indigenous community-based 
organisation is not lost in meeting the mandatory performance indicators of contract 
funding.  

 

PARTNERSHIPS WITH GOVERNMENT 

Most organisations in the study partnered with government agencies. As a minimum the 
relationship was one of contracted service provider. Government plays several partnership 
roles. It is well known as a funding provider, and as corporate regulator, but it also acts as an 
enabler (sometimes as a dominant partner with veto powers, others times as a crucial 
implementer). A wide range of partnership roles were recorded in the project: 

> A legally binding funding contract (fee-for-service and purchaser-provider 
arrangements). This might also cover grant funding through an application process; 

> Agreements to common action under a memorandum of understanding (MOU)or 
heads of agreement; 

> Informal agreements to sharing risks and resources in the pursuit of a common 
objective; and, less frequently observed 

> Collaborative relationships based on full consultation, codes of conduct, definition of 
roles, and appropriate resourcing levels for the activity involved. 

Effective partnerships bring mutual advantages: increased communication and understanding 
of ‘the other’, funding options, opportunities for government to make informed policy 
decisions, and joint involvement in planning and implementing pilot projects. 

Some of the study organisations were critical of the idea of partnerships with government. 
They were distrustful of government’s role in Indigenous affairs arguing that the mechanics 
to beneficial partnerships were opaque. 

A number of experienced senior managers and Board members interviewed said that the 
outcomes in relationships with government were unpredictable, often a matter of good luck, 
not design. This view was expressed as the ‘alignment of the planets’. The planets were 
aligned when a relationship of mutual engagement or like-mindedness occurred between key 
individuals, including at officer levels, in the Indigenous organisation and those in the 
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government agency. There needs to be an alliance between influential people of similar 
temperament and aims in the government agency and in the community service provider.  

 

THE CHALLENGE OF CDEP REFORM 

Policy reform has impacted particularly heavily on organisations running Community 
Development Employment Projects (CDEP). Changes in service delivery terms and 
conditions were noted during the project. The expectation of increased value for money and 
efficient, effective service delivery led to competitive tendering by the Department of 
Employment and Workplace Relations of Community Development Employment Projects 
(CDEP), Indigenous employment centres and job Network providers. 

In Queensland, Bama Ngappi Ngappi Aboriginal Corporation, a CDEP provider and an 
Indigenous employment centre, was visited shortly after Department of Employment and 
Workplace Relations introduced the first tranche of CDEP reforms in the 2006-07 financial 
year. The reforms revised the timeframes within which participants were eligible for CDEP 
work, introduced organisational performance assessments linked directly to contract renewal, 
specified new governance arrangements, and required organisations to adopt generic 
management practices such as strategic planning, risk assessment, skill audits and training 
plans, to strengthen Board and management capacity. 

The challenge for the CDEP provider organisations in our study was their competitiveness in 
the market testing exercise. The new arrangements prescribe new skill sets for managers and 
Boards. In the past community-based organisations like CDEPs draw Board and staff 
members from the community sector. Board members are frequently older community 
members who are elected, but unpaid, ‘officers’ of the Corporation. Their skills derive from a 
lifetime of community involvement and experience with Indigenous service delivery; 
unfortunately, these skills are not always competitive with the expertise of mainstream 
corporations attuned to the purchaser/provider model. Equally, mainstream providers are 
likely to struggle trying to match local knowledge of community members, community 
dynamics and Indigenous service needs. 

Many of the organisations studied used CDEP labour extensively to support their operations. 
Based on the findings of this research, the impact of the recent abolition of CDEP has serious 
potential consequences. For many successful Aboriginal organisations with only a few staff 
in non- CDEP positions, like Tweed Byron, the impact is likely to be significant. 

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF PLACE-BASED MANAGEMENT POLICIES 

The Australian government’s Indigenous affairs Blueprint emphasises partnerships with 
Indigenous ‘individuals and families’. However, the State and Territory governments 
embraced aspects of ‘Third Way’ political theory by implementing partnerships and networks 
to encourage social capital and community capacity building for all socioeconomically 
disadvantaged groups, not only Indigenous people. At State and Territory levels this approach 
has worked well since it is supportive of organisations that have always worked within a 
community-responsive framework. 
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Partnerships and networked relationships have been linked to place management approaches 
to redressing social disadvantage. Place theory is a method for identifying the relationship 
between identified populations and specific geographic locations of endemic poverty. 
Through such linkage governments can target remedial initiatives. In Victoria, social as well 
as material measurement of outcomes are included. Victoria’s ‘outcomes framework’ lists 
three outcomes; improved services, improved community connectedness, and improved 
community strength. Each outcome is then linked to specific strategies to implement and 
measure performance.  

In WA, the state government uses Place Management as a strategy for coordinating resources 
to especially disadvantaged communities. Particular attention is given to remote 
communities. The Australian government is interested in shaping Indigenous policy and 
service delivery by delineating the distinct needs of remote, rural and urban communities. In 
this respect, the Australian government places an emphasis on the broad differences of 
geographic location paying less attention to a specific disadvantaged place. 

The COAG trial sites run by lead agencies of the Australian government have a place-based 
focus. Reviews of the trial sites suggest that remediation of community ills has the best 
chance of success when community-based organisations are involved and have the resources 
and human capacities to drive solutions and reach outcomes. The capacity for governments to 
work collaboratively and coordinate programs was equally important. However, community 
organisations also have to manage the competing agendas of different government players.  

Murdi Paaki Aboriginal Enterprise Corporation operates in a COAG trial site and is an 
outstanding example of a successful Indigenous organisation managing across different levels 
of government under strategic partnerships and alliances. Their ability to achieve outcomes is 
enhanced by working with an integrated service delivery model developed by the Corporation 
specifically for engaging with government.  
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8  FACILITATING SUCCESS IN INDIGENOUS ORGANISATIONS: 
KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Overcoming the day-to-day difficulties of running or working in a successful Indigenous 
organisation requires enormous personal commitment and energy. Reciprocity is important 
from government and its agencies. 

ACCOUNTABILITY 

1. Reduce red tape by government in compliance and acquittals to facilitate improved 
capacity for service provision. 

2. Adoption of a whole-of-government approach to financial accountability by all levels 
of government in service agreements. 

3. Attempt to coordinate reporting cycles between state, federal and private partners to 
reduce compliance and acquittal costs. 

4. Use incentives as change agents as well as punitive measures. Government needs to 
work with a balance. 

5. Examination of the effect of service agreements and funding contracts as instrumental 
tools moulding and shaping organisations’ internal operating processes and 
governance practices. The organisations need to meet governments as equal partners 
from a position of strength. 

 

FUNDING 

1. Where possible, grant periods should be longer term, e.g. triennial, to allow for better 
planning and implementation of programs. In health service delivery, a number of 
organisations argue for access to a global budget allowing them to target a health 
issue, develop three-year planning and avoid funding cycles based on short lead times 
and annual re-application. Most service organisations experienced the disappointment 
of initiating a newly-funded program where the funding stream petered out at the end 
of a 12- or 24-month period leaving client expectations dashed. 

2. Adopt a policy of sustained funding as opposed to ad hoc or one-off allocations. This 
is not simply to avoid under servicing but to avoid under-capitalisation. Programs 
need to be consistently funded over longer time periods if they are to seriously 
address endemic problems. Indigenous organisations supplying health, housing and 
dental services needed certainty for their clients.  

 

STAFFING  

1. Support for recruitment and retention of specialist professional staff through assured 
continuous funding. Dentists, for example, are very difficult to recruit, even in 
regional cities such as Newcastle. Yet access for dental services for Indigenous people 
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is crucial given the proven link between dental health and heart disease. Uncertain 
funding reduces the capacity to attract professional staff and affects the quality of the 
infrastructure they must operate with.  

2. Encourage time allowances in staffing for more on-the-job training and secondment to 
other related organisations. Experiential learning has proved to be the best way to help 
community organisation staff to absorb new knowledge. It may also be the same for 
the public and private sectors.  

3. Ensure time allowances in staffing for participation by staff, especially CEOs, in 
appropriate industry-wide meetings, conferences and umbrella organisations. This 
provides opportunity for better benchmarking and sharing of ideas and innovation.  

4. Provide more formal training opportunities, particularly in the areas of financial 
analysis, customer service and marketing.  

5. Develop a system for exchange of recruitment information for potential staff with 
appropriate experience, and a register of staff available for relieving work.  

 

COMMUNICATIONS 

1. Facilitate the exchange of information between organisations through an existing 
agency. Circulation of material such as policies and procedures manuals, while locally 
applicable, can provide helpful models to other enterprises.  

2. Explain and make explicit government policies at a state and federal level so that 
organisations can respond to them in a rational and coherent manner, rather than 
having to divine policy through ‘reading the policy tea leaves’. 

3. Establish feedback mechanisms so that the voices of ‘consumers’ of services can be 
heard by governments, providers and community groups. Market research tends to 
focus on commercial activities rather than social issues.  

 

MORALE  

1. Recognition of the innovation and creativity in Indigenous organisations is important 
because it demonstrates best practice. The strategies of successful organisations are 
role models and exemplars and are proof-tested.  

2. Retain existing awards and prizes which apply to Indigenous organisations and 
encourage the development of new awards. It is a great morale booster to be 
shortlisted for or win industry awards.  

3. Encourage deposit of historical records with reputable libraries (such as AIATSIS) 
and displays on organisations and their history and operation. The National Museum 
of Australia has already mounted several displays along these lines.  
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ALLIANCES  

1. Encourage private sector and non-government organisation assistance and 
partnerships through incentives (e.g. for employment and secondment).  

2. Support from government for the engagement of Indigenous organisations with the 
wider community. Indigenous organisations value their cultural distinctiveness but 
need to learn to work effectively and collaboratively with mainstream organisations, 
assisting them to be culturally-inclusive and work effectively with diversity.  
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9  POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS SPECIFIC TO NATURAL 
RESOURCE MANAGEMENT  

1. Recognise that Indigenous Protected Areas are a viable alternative to achieving the 
same environmental protection and biodiversity conservation objectives inherent in 
the lease back joint management arrangements, which originated in a pre-native title 
era that characterised Indigenous land ownership as an expression of government 
benevolence rather than an inherited common law right. 

2. Encourage all governments to develop and utilise statutory arrangements (such as 
provisions of Section 76 of the Territory Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act), as 
well as non-statutory mechanisms, to support the long-term viability of Indigenous 
Protected Areas. 

3. Recognise that free, prior and informed consent by Indigenous people is a 
requirement for the development of mutually respectful, beneficial and productive 
protected area management partnerships (whatever form those partnerships take) and 
is consistent with Recommendation 24 from the 2003 IUCN World Parks Congress. 

4. Encourage/require federal, state and territory governments to set a goal of negotiating 
consent agreements with the appropriate Indigenous groups for the management of all 
existing protected areas by a nominated target date (say 2013, the date of the next 
World Parks Congress), to ensure that Australia meets world best practice in protected 
area management. 

5. Support the concept of Indigenous sole management of protected areas currently 
subject to joint management arrangements, recognising that the goal of sole 
management is a catalyst for enhanced investment in Indigenous education, training 
and employment in protected area management, and that the meaning of sole 
management will be negotiated locally to meet the needs of local Indigenous people 
and their partners. 

6. Recognise that Indigenous sole management of protected areas can be a catalyst for 
increasing the diversity of Indigenous partnerships, and hence strengthen multi-
stakeholder support for the ongoing management of the protected area. 

7. Support the use of alternative mechanisms for Indigenous management of protected 
areas, such as through contracted services, in place of or complementing, Indigenous 
employment within protected area management agencies. 

8. Recognise the social, cultural, employment and economic benefits that can flow from 
appropriately negotiated and supported Indigenous partnerships in protected area 
management, including through local Indigenous monopolies in delivering 
contracting services and tourism enterprises. 

9. Support the development of Junior Ranger Programs or other mechanisms to involve 
and build capacity among young people (Indigenous and non-Indigenous) in 
understanding and managing their local protected areas. 

10. Support dedicated capacity development/training positions as one of the mechanisms 
to contribute to meeting Indigenous training and employment goals. 
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11. Recognise that Indigenous rights and interests in protected area management are not 
restricted to remote, northern Australia; governments should be encouraged to 
develop equitable arrangements that provide similar opportunities in protected area 
management for Indigenous people throughout Australia. 

12. Recognise the benefits of on-Country, practical partnerships between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous environmental managements; hence encourage/support conservation 
agencies to strengthen on-ground partnerships and secondment arrangements to 
enable government conservation and natural resource management staff to develop 
long term on-Country working relationships with Traditional Owners, promoting 
mentoring, skills transfer and cross-cultural understanding. 

13. Recognise that there are particular challenges for Indigenous people to develop 
equitable partnerships in the management of their sea country within Marine 
Protected Areas (MPAs) comparable to the partnerships that have developed in the 
management of terrestrial protected areas over the last decade; hence support 
Indigenous people, government agencies, NGOs and industry to explore innovative 
governance arrangements and other approaches to the recognition of Indigenous 
peoples rights and interests in MPAs, including the establishment of IPAs over sea 
country.  

14. Support the establishment of a national clearing house for management of Indigenous 
protected areas which could:  

> Coordinate a national email network of Indigenous people involved in 
protected area management;  

> Share best practice including innovative ideas for visitor engagement with 
Indigenous people;  

> Develop alternative curricula for Indigenous people involved in protected area 
management, including rangers and Junior Ranger Programs and other caring 
for Country functions, which build on existing programs;  

> Develop nationally accredited flexible innovative vocational pathways for 
Indigenous employment in protected areas; 

> Build a national network of skilled, trained and nationally accredited 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous natural resource management facilitators, 
negotiators, mediators and participatory community developers network 
building on the Department of Environment and Heritage’s Indigenous 
facilitators network;  

> Develop a generic protected areas national intercultural awareness and 
engagement curriculum into which local components may be incorporated.  

15. Support for the development of digital archives for protected area cultural materials 
and for dedicated positions for developing intercultural awareness approaches, 
coordinating training in intercultural engagement and undertaking community 
education. 
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SNAPSHOTS OF PARTICIPATING ORGANISATIONS  

 

 

 

These snapshots are relevant at the time of field studies (2005-2006, the Durri and Wangka 
Maya field studies were conducted in 2004). Changes might have occurred in some 
organisations before publication. 
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AWABAKAL NEWCASTLE ABORIGINAL CO-OPERATIVE LTD 

Address 64 Hannell Street Wickham NSW  
PO Box 323,Wickham, NSW, 2293 
Phone (02) 4969 4711 
Fax (02) 4969 5711 
email admin@awabakal.org  

 

Awabakal provides services to people living in the Newcastle, Lake Macquarie and Hunter 
Valley regions of NSW. Established in 1976, it is a multi-functional not-for-profit 
organisation and registered under the NSW Cooperatives Act 1992.  

Awabakal delivers the following services: Aboriginal Medical Service (AMS), Elders and 
Disability Services, Preschool, Long Day Care Centre, Youth Services, Housing (stock of 35 
houses) and Awabakal transport services. 

Awabakal was established over 30 years ago and has grown into an impressive service 
provider with approximately 90 staff working across a total of 31 different programs. Close 
to 85% of Awabakal staff are Indigenous. The organisation’s annual turnover is 
approximately $8 million with funding provided by state and Commonwealth under service 
agreements. There are currently approximately 800 members in the Co-op and the AMS 
services around 14,000 clients annually. 

In 1972 the Aboriginal Advancement Society was established out of the demand from 
Indigenous people in Newcastle for their own organisation. In 1976 the organisation adopted 
the language name of the Indigenous Traditional Owners of the Newcastle region and became 
the Awabakal Newcastle Aboriginal Co-operative. Awaba is the local Indigenous word for 
Lake Macquarie and Awabakal translates as people of Awaba or people of Lake Macquarie. 

The founders of Awabakal aimed to address inequities in areas such as employment, housing 
and health, and focused on providing services to Aboriginal people in Newcastle and its 
surrounds. The first staff member was paid for by the members. The need for services grew 
with migration of Indigenous people from rural areas into Newcastle seeking work. 

The Wickham Infants building now accommodates Awabakal’s administration, disability, 
elders’, and youth programs. Approximately $800,000 was spent renovating the building for 
which Awabakal received a Commonwealth award recognising the creative adaptation 
amongst NSW entries.  

Awabakal have wisely identified their core business and have worked to hone expertise and 
knowledge in those areas. They build on their own successes and are continually 
investigating ways in which they can better serve their clients. The program coordinators play 
a critical role. 

‘We are very passionate about improving our services.’ CEO of Awabakal Co-

operative  

‘Our staff make it happen.’ CEO of Awabakal  
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‘I love working for my people.’ Staff member, Awabakal  

‘It’s important to know what’s going on in other Indigenous organisations so 
we’re not competing for the same funding.’ Senior manager, Awabakal  

 

KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> Much of their current success is the legacy of previous leadership where the CEO had 
a vision and a passion for the role and direction of the organisation; 

> Leadership from behind is also evident in the organisation as coordinators seem 
passionate and committed to their work;  

> Many senior staff are highly qualified bringing significant experience in their 
particular field to their roles. It is crucial that these qualities continued to be prized by 
the organisation since skilled, competent staff are crucial building blocks to strong 
organisation and continued funding from government.  
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BAMA NGAPPI NGAPPI ABORIGINAL CORPORATION 

Yarrabah - Back Beach road, Yarrabah, Qld, 4871 
Phone (07) 4056 9145 
 
Cairns - 212 Spence Street, Bungalow, Qld, 4870 
Po Box 6007, Cairns, Qld, 4870 
Phone (07) 4031 9494 
Fax (07) 4031 9495 
email cairns@employnorth.com.au 
 
Townsville - 210 Ross River Road, Aitkenvale, 4814 
Phone (07) 4725 0455 
 
Atherton - 11 Main Street, Atherton, Qld 4883 
Phone (07) 4091 5511 
 
Mt Isa - 24B West Street, Mt Isa Qld 4825 
Phone (07) 4743 7822 
 
Weipa - Lot 31, 551 Central Avenue, Rocky Point, Qld 4874 
Phone (07) 4069 7599 

  

Bama Ngappi Ngappi derives from a language term meaning lots of people. It evolved from 
the Yarrabah Co-operative Society in the 1960s and its current form resulted from 
incorporation in August 1990 under the Aboriginal Councils and Associations Act 1976. In 
June 2004 it had an income of $4.8 million. 

Bama Ngappi Ngappi arose from a group, not necessarily ‘one family’ but more like a group 
sharing a ‘community of interests’, who felt that there should be an alternative to the 
Yarrabah Council, which arose out of the old church-controlled mission. Key individuals 
responsible for founding Bama Ngappi Ngappi had worked interstate, and with the support of 
trade unions, set up projects such as a commercial bakery and a service station.  

The organisation delivers the following services: 

> Community Development Employment Project (CDEP) with activities in Yarrabah 
including arts and crafts (mainly jewellery-making); pottery for retail sale; repairs and 
maintenance: a market garden for sale in local retail outlets and horticulture; 

> Indigenous Employment Centre (IEC) in Yarrabah and Cairns (trading as 
EmployNET). The only activity for CDEP participants under EmployNET is job 
searching; 

> Job Placement Services through EmployNET in Cairns, Atherton, Mt Isa and 
Townsville (Aitkenvale office); 

> Job Network through EmployNET in Townsville; 

> New Apprenticeship Centres through EmployNET in Cairns, Townsville (Aitkenvale 
office), Atherton and Mt Isa. New offices are planned for Weipa (part-time staffing) 
and Bowen Basin.  
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The Yarrabah Community Council also operates a CDEP at Yarrabah with around 850 
participants from around 3000 residents. Yarrabah is about 37km south of Cairns.  

As well as the bakery and service station in Yarrabah, Bama Ngappi Ngappi owns a dairy 
farm on the Atherton tableland (destocked) and housing stock in Yarrabah. 

Yarrabah has a population of people from a range of language groups as Indigenous people 
were progressively removed from areas during colonial settlement, though the mission lands 
encompass traditional meeting and fighting lands of a number of local groups. The 
administrative regime has changed over time from Anglican church mission through 
government control, until 1986 when a Deed of Grant in Trust provided for community self-
management. 

When the federal government decided to outsource mainstream employment services in 1998, 
the BNNAC board decided to bid for these and extend its work outside the Indigenous sector.  

Bama Ngappi Ngappi operates most of its services in a highly competitive environment, 
where high standards of service delivery are required by government. This calls for a high 
level of administration, financial control and staff competence. Also, the organisation has 
decided to embrace change, move with the policy changes which the government has put in 
place and use these parameters to achieve its own aims. 

 

KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> Positioning competent staff well in the branch offices; 

> A Board willing to innovate and embrace change; 

> Training for Board members in governance; 

> Tightening internal controls and eliminating risky behaviour; 

> Outsourcing non-core activities, e.g. payroll, IT, vehicles; 

> Engaging with government partners in language and philosophy; 

> Being robust in negotiations for good results in contracts; 

> Retaining room to manoeuvre between government requirements and organisational 
aims. 
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BOODEREE NATIONAL PARK  

Village Road, Jervis Bay, Jervis Bay Territory, 2540 
Administration - Phone (02) 4442 1006 Fax (02) 4442 1063 
Visitor centre - Phone (02) 4443 0977 Fax (02) 4443 8302 
booderee.mail@environment.gov.au  
www.environment.gov.au/parks/  

 

 

Booderee National Park is located on Bherwerre Peninsula in Jervis Bay Territory on the 
coast of southeastern Australia, about 150km south of Sydney. The Park, which includes 
Bowen Island and a portion of the Jervis Bay marine environment, is owned by the Wreck 
Bay Aboriginal Community Council and jointly managed by them and Parks Australia, the 
Australian Government’s protected area management agency. Located within the Park is 
Booderee Botanic Gardens, Australia’s only Aboriginal-owned botanic gardens. 

Members of Wreck Bay Aboriginal Community have fought a long political and legal battle 
for ownership of land within Jervis Bay Territory, including what became Booderee National 
Park (formerly Jervis Bay National Park). In 1995 the Aboriginal Land Grant (Jervis Bay 

Territory) Act 1986 and the National Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act 1975 were 
amended by the Commonwealth parliament to transfer freehold little of the National Park to 
the Wreck Bay Aboriginal Community Council on condition that the Park was leased to the 
Australian government’s Director of National Parks for 99 years. At the same time, the Jervis 
Bay National Park Board of Management was established with a majority of members from 
the Wreck Bay Aboriginal Community. The Park was renamed Booderee National Park in 
1998 and the first Plan of Management for the Park was published in 2002. Booderee means 
bay of plenty or plenty of fish in the local Dhurga language.  

Booderee National Park has outstanding aesthetic and recreational values and attracts large 
numbers of Australian and international visitors. Recreational pursuits include walking, 
picnicking, diving, fishing, bird watching and visiting historic sites (such as the Cape St 
George lighthouse). There are about 500,000 day visitors and 75,000 camper nights each 
year. 

‘Managing the Park is more than just a job. We are looking after the Park for 
our children and grandchildren to enjoy.’ Wreck Bay community member. 

 

KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> The benefits of explicitly identifying sole management as a shared goal of the joint 
management partners - even without defining exactly what sole management means; 

> Establishing an Indigenous-owned commercial entity to undertake designated aspects 
of park management through service delivery contracts, as a viable mechanism to 
significantly increase Aboriginal participation and employment in park management, 
complementing Aboriginal employment within the park management agency; 
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> A strong emphasis on training through a process that integrates training activities 
across all the joint management partner organisations, and provides training 
opportunities to local Aboriginal people whether or not they are currently involved in 
park management; 

> A Junior Ranger Program, or similar outreach initiative, that involves local young 
people throughout their education years in the concepts and practices of looking after 
Country, within and beyond the boundaries of a protected area. 
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BRAMBUK ABORIGINAL CULTURAL CENTRE  

Grampians Road, Halls Gap Vic 3381  
Po Box 43, Halls Gap Vic 3381 
Phone (03) 5356 4452 
Fax (03) 5356 4455 
email info@brambuk.com.au  
Website www.brambuk.com.au  

 

The Centre is located 3km out of the main village of Halls Gap, in the Grampians-Gariwerd 
National Park, Victoria. It has had a pioneering role in the establishment of Victorian 
Aboriginal cultural tourism and has established continuing viability over seventeen years. 
Pronounced Bram-buuk, Brambuk means belonging to the Bram brothers, the Bram-bram-
bult.  

The centre’s main building was designed by Greg Burgess and completed in 1990-91 to 
‘house and represent Aboriginal culture in the Gariwerd region in Western Victoria’. (Dovey 
& McDonald12) The design brief asked that particular materials and forms consistent with 
traditional Aboriginal forms of shelter be used. 

The design also represents the five community groups in the region, which are also 
represented in the governing body of the enterprise. There are a number of interlocking 
management bodies for different parts of the operation.  

Brambuk offers a range of services:  

> Educational service; 

> An educational film in the Dreaming Theatre; 

> Activities such as rock art tours, boomerang throwing, dance performances and 
guided tours; 

> Exhibitions and displays; 

> Bush food and catering services from the café;  

> Facilities for conferences such as conferences, weddings, seminars and meetings; 

> Interpretive information on Aboriginal sites in the Park;  

> A gift and bookshop selling Aboriginal arts and gifts;  

> Budget accommodation at Brambuk Backpackers opposite the Centre. 

                                                 

12 Dovey, K. and McDonald, D., n.d., ‘Architecture about Aborigines’, in Architecture 
Australia online. www.archmedia.com.au  
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The Centre is open seven days a week from nine to five, staffed by about 20 people, many 
part-time or on rostered hours. Over time the arrangement of the building has changed, as 
have the displays. In part, this reflects change caused in part by the pioneering nature of the 
tourism enterprise and growing acceptance of Aboriginal heritage in Victoria. There had even 
been earlier controversies over the use of Aboriginal names and renaming of the Park.  

 

KEY SUPPORTING FACTORS 

1. Brambuk’s superb location at a major Victorian tourism destination; 

2. A financially supportive partnership which protects Brambuk’s operations from the 
full force of the commercial market; 

3. Repeated success in accessing funding and marketing; 

4. Its partnership with Parks Victoria is now formalised with active involvement in 
cultural heritage, land management and commercial activities. 

 

KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> The magnificent location and nature of the main building;  

> A longstanding partnership with Parks Victoria; 

> Successful funding applications over a long period, often from non-Indigenous 
specific sources; 

> Effective training of staff, which has sometimes result in loss of staff to other 
employers; 

> A flexible approach to development and responding to change;  

> Strong compliance performance in funding use and acquittal;  

> Focused attention to its aims: a separate organisation, Budj Budj Aboriginal 
Corporation, in Halls Gap, provides welfare services. 

Challenges for the future include the ongoing assessment of tourist activities and ensuring a 
strong customer focus in all aspects of the organisations’ operation. In 2006, a new entry 
building is opening in conjunction with Parks Victoria to provide better customer facilities in 
the form of a combined book/ giftshop and cafeteria, as well as displays and other facilities. 
The marketing of all activities needs to be strong in a very competitive environment. More 
than 78 tour operators were licensed in 2003 to carry out activities in the Park. 
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DHIMURRU INDIGENOUS PROTECTED AREA  

Dhimurru Land Management Aboriginal Corporation  
Po Box 1551, Nhulunbuy, NT, 0881 
Phone (08) 8987 3992 
Fax (08) 8987 3224 
email nhamirri@dhimurru.com.au  
Website www.dhimurru.com.au 

 

Dhimurru Indigenous Protected Area (IPA) is located on Aboriginal land surrounding 
Nhulunbuy in northeast Arnhemland, incorporating the area between Melville Bay in the 
north, Port Bradshaw in the south and Cape Arnhem in the east. The total land area is about 
92,000ha, including Bremer Island offshore to the north of Nhulunbuy. The area also includes 
almost 9,000ha of coastal waters. Dhimurru is the Yolgnu language word for the east wind 
which brings life-giving rain.  

The Dhimurru Land Management Aboriginal Corporation was established in 1992 by 
members of eleven clans (subsequently increased to thirteen clans) whose lands were being 
impacted by the activities of the increasing number of miners and their families who had 
settled in Nhulunbuy since the 1970s. Throughout the 1990s the Northern Territory 
Government sought to enter into a joint management arrangement with Traditional Owners to 
establish a national park in Cape Arnhem. However, Traditional Owners wanted to retain sole 
management of their lands and repeatedly declined to enter into a joint management 
arrangement. When the concept of Indigenous Protected Areas was developed in the late 
1990s, Dhimurru facilitated consultations with each of the clan groups to consider whether 
this form of protected area would be acceptable to them. A decision was reached to establish 
Dhimurru, a Plan of Management was developed and the protected area was formally 
declared in 2000. 

Dhimurru provides an example of how the autonomy of Indigenous sole management of a 
protected area can lead to partnerships that enhance rather than threaten Traditional Owner 
authority. While Indigenous Protected Areas lack the financial security that comes with 
jointly managed national parks, the Dhimurru example shows that it is possible to build a 
degree of security through multiple bilateral and multilateral partnerships, rather than single 
bilateral partnerships typical of joint management. 

The Dhimurru Indigenous Protected Area, as with others across Australia, demonstrates that, 
when given the freedom to choose how to take care of their Country, Traditional Owners 
willingly enter into collaborative partnerships that can assist them to manage their traditional 
estates sustainably.  

The case study also concludes that some of the unique social, infrastructure and transport 
features of Nhulunbuy, coupled with its long history of collaboration with outsiders, have 
assisted Dhimurru to prosper. 

KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> A two-way approach to looking after the area using Aboriginal tradition and Western 
science; 
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> Establishing strong partnerships with both government and private bodies for 
management and financial support, while maintaining Aboriginal control; 

> Reliable core funding that enables the organisation to function and to leverage 
additional funding to achieve its goals;  

> The Traditional Owners’ strong commitment to maintenance of Country; 

> Strong governance structures through the traditional clans; 

> Innovation, particularly in the development of methods to deal with marine areas, a 
previously untried field; 

> Strong infrastructure in the area, in part as a result of mining activity. 
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DURRI ABORIGINAL CORPORATION MEDICAL SERVICE  

15-19 York Lane, Kempsey, NSW, 2440  
PO Box 136, Kempsey, NSW, 2440 
Phone (02) 6562 4919 or (02) 6562 6733  
Fax (02) 6562 3371 

  

Durri began more than 25 years ago in a small building in the Green Hills Aboriginal 
community located in an Aboriginal reserve outside Kempsey. The term Durri means 
meeting of many rivers in the language of the Dungutti Nation. 

It has grown during a period of rapid change in its rural landscape into a highly professional 
organisation with a staff of 50 people. It provides a model of best practice in a number of 
program areas: dental therapy, diabetes, immunisation and antenatal care, to name a few. It is 
now located in downtown Kempsey. 

The organisation prides itself on offering equal access to all local and family groups. 

In its dental clinic, for example, like many other services at Durri, the staff members 
understand the importance of the social interaction between staff and patients for successful 
treatment and outcomes. The fact that long-serving staff of the dental clinic are now treating a 
second generation of patients testifies to the fact that preventive treatment and education are 
working effectively and that patients have confidence in the staff and the service.  

 ‘Our goal is to make primary health care and education accessible to all 
members of the community in a culturally appropriate and spiritually sensitive 
manner, endeavouring to improve not only the health status but also the 
wellbeing of our Aboriginal community.’ Annual Report 2001-2002 

 

KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> Durri uses a community development or ‘community controlled’ model of service 
provision. It documents and surveys health issues across the region to ensure services 
remain relevant;  

> Holistic medical care; 

> ‘Best practice’ in staff management and duty of care including stress management; 

> Regular formal meetings for communication across and within programs, with general 
staff meetings; 

> Results are widely canvassed in local, regional and state forums which attract 
continued funding. Partnerships, alliances and collaborative networks are nurtured; 

> Strong organisational policies and procedures, regularly updated and revised; 

> Professional staff development; 
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> Leadership from a multi-skilled management team;  

> Keeping of data on targets and actual service provision for internal monitoring and 
providing statistics for funders and community.  
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MURDI PAAKI REGIONAL ENTERPRISE CORPORATION LTD 

84 Castlereagh Street, Coonamble, NSW, 2829 
Po Box 379, Coonamble, NSW, 2829  
Phone (02) 6822 5022 
Fax (02) 6822 5055 
email admin1@mprec.org.au  

  

Murdi Paaki was established in mid-2003 as an initiative of the Murdi Paaki Regional 
Council. Murdi Paaki means black man’s river. The former Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Commission region is a Council Of Australian Governments trial site.  

Murdi Paaki is funded by the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations and 
manages ten of sixteen regionally located CDEPs. A key objective is ‘providing Indigenous 
communities within its ambit of responsibility, relevant and effective services with best 
practice’. Four primary objectives outlined in the constitution are to provide: 

1. Regional CDEP operation, administration and management;  

2. Employment and training initiatives; 

3. Business enterprise development; and 

4. Consultancy services. 

The service area is vast extending from the Queensland to Victorian borders. It covers rural 
communities in central and western NSW many of them drought affected and depleted by 
withdrawal of mainstream services common to urban and regional centres (banking, postal 
and communication, and medical and specialist retail services) and the downturn in the rural 
sector generally. 

A significant proportion of the regional population identifies as Aboriginal. Their continuing 
presence reflects the long history of Indigenous association with particular areas and these 
communities continue to be a dominant group estimated at 14% of the total regional 
population. Some towns in Murdi Paaki’s catchment have Indigenous populations of around 
90% (with Goodooga estimate at 98%). 

 

Integrated service delivery model 

The purpose of the integrated service delivery model is to reduce multiple service delivery 
vehicles and avoid duplication of resources. Integration of multiple agencies creates synergies 
around shared resources, coordination of agency roles, and more efficient service delivery on 
the ground. A validation tool enables Murdi Paaki to fine tune the model and ensure peak 
system performance occurs. Validation is driven by client feedback. It assumes continuous 
improvement in effective and efficient service delivery.  

 ‘Through listening to communities and Indigenous people throughout the 
region, deliver sustained and effective support services and resources meeting 
community needs, to their expectations. By doing so, outcomes will flow on 
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and be real and measurable with continual improvements in all aspects of the 
social fabric and the living standards of those we represent’. Murdi Paaki’s 

mission from Company Overview 

 KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> Strong leadership through on-ground participation from CEO and senior managers, 
supported by detailed local knowledge and effective networking; 

> The capacity to employ like-minded professionals with diverse but complementary 
skills; 

> High accountability mechanisms to funding bodies and clients (through Community 
Working Parties and the validation system); 

> Strategic partnerships and alliances for targeted support of different kinds within the 
integrated service delivery model. Their service delivery model eliminates wastage, 
including duplication and resource fragmentation, by encouraging synergies in 
resource application and agency coordination of service delivery roles and 
responsibilities; 

> A lean staffing structure with a strong skill base at management level and a capacity 
to mentor Indigenous staff in management roles; 

> Effective strategic planning with flexibility on detail.  
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NITMILUK NATIONAL PARK  

Nitmiluk National Park Head Office  
32 Giles Street, Katherine NT 0851 
Po Box 344, Katherine NT 0851 
Phone (08) 8972 1886 
Fax (08) 8971 0702 

 

Nitmiluk National Park is located to the northeast of the town of Katherine in the Northern 
Territory of Australia, approximately 350km south of Darwin. Nitmiluk is the Jawoyn name 
for Katherine Gorge and literally means Cicada Place. The name was given by Nabilil, an 
important figure of the Creation Time. As he travelled through the Country he came to the 
Gorge where he hears the song of the Cicada, ‘Nit! Nit! Nit!’ Bolung, the Rainbow Serpent, 
is the Park’s emblem. He inhabits the deep pools of the second gorge and care must be taken 
not to disturb him.  

The Park was handed back to the Jawoyn Aboriginal Land Trust on behalf of Jawoyn 
Traditional Owners as the result of a successful claim under the Aboriginal Land Rights NT 

Act 1976 in 1989 and was leased for 99 years to the Northern Territory Government’s 
Conservation Land Corporation, a land holding body established under the Northern Territory 
Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act for the benefit of all. The Nitmiluk (Katherine Gorge) 
National Park Act establishes a management structure for the Park consisting of the Nitmiluk 
Board of Management with a majority Jawoyn membership and a Jawoyn Chair with day-to-
day management carried out by the Northern Territory Parks and Wildlife Service under a 
ten-year Plan of Management. In 2006, the Jawoyn, through its company, Nitmiluk Tours, 
took over most of the commercial operations in the Park. 

The complex management and governing structures of the Park, and behind them, of the 
Jawoyn community, work because of a high level of trust between the various participants 
and a ‘culture’ of understanding how to resolve differences and talk through problems.  

Land claim processes have never been seen by the Jawoyn as ends in 
themselves but rather as ‘stepping stones’ to a brighter future and enabling 
Jawoyn to look after and manage the country according to Jawoyn law. The 
spirits of ancestors live on in the Park: ‘There’s plenty of sweat from the old 
people here and I think they’re watching over us now.’ Jawoyn video, Visitor 

Centre. 

KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> A strong structural framework enshrined in legislation that provides certainty, 
including unequivocal title and Indigenous control, through a majority of Traditional 
Owners on the Board; 

> A bipartisan political approach in which all parties work together for the benefit of all; 

> A coherent and effective representative Indigenous party which has a big picture 
approach but which also addresses local issues; 

> Balance of commercial, environmental, social and cultural needs and interests; 
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> Guaranteed and sufficient resources over the long term for relevant government 
departments and Indigenous organisations; 

>  Effective governance processes of all parties which consider the emotional, 
procedural and substantive needs of all; 

> Good working relationships and mutual respect in developing a productive culture of 
joint management; 

> A holistic approach, directed at existing local capacity and pathways of social 
cohesion, integrated with local services and organisations, 

> Developing effective partnerships with neighbouring landowners and managers in 
biodiversity and other environmental initiatives; 

> Shared non-stereotypical understandings and interpretations of the meaning of 
‘fostering Indigenous culture’ which values culture, not as something which is lost, 
but as a day to day lived experience. 
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PAPUNYA TULA ARTISTS PTY LTD  

63 Todd Mall, Alice Springs, NT  
Po Box 1620, Alice Springs NT 0872 
Phone (08) 8952 4731 
Fax (08) 8953 2509 
email art@papunyatula.com.au  
Website www.papunyatula.com.au 

 
 

Papunya Tula Artists (Papunya Tula) was registered as a company of limited liability in 
November 1972. The name means a meeting place of brothers and cousins at Papunya or 
Honey Ant place, the smaller of two hills just east of the Papunya village. Many books, 
catalogues and articles have been written about this successful enterprise. Today it is 
incorporated under the Corporations Act 2001 and is regulated by the Australian Securities 
and Investments Commission. Papunya Tula is often referred to as an artists’ ‘co-operative’ 
however this description is somewhat misleading, as it is actually registered as a company, 
with profits being distributed amongst approximately 33 artist shareholders. 

It is important to note however, that in practice Papunya Tula bears great resemblance to a 
co-operative with its emphasis on group decision-making and the fact that a significant 
proportion of profits are actually reinvested in the company. The company is wholly owned 
and directed by Aboriginal artists from the Western Desert communities of Kintore, 
Kiwirrkurra and Papunya. 

Papunya Tula operates a shopfront gallery in Todd Mall, Alice Springs. The company 
supports approximately 180 artists residing mostly in Kintore and Kiwirrkurra. It runs a large 
art shed in Kintore at which artists can paint, and a smaller shed in Kiwirrkurra which is for 
the distribution of materials and collection of paintings only. Two or three artists, who are 
living at Papunya, are also supported. Papunya Tula also runs a studio in Alice Springs with 
accommodation for artists while they are temporarily in town. 

Over more than three decades the company has developed strong systems for supplying 
materials, recording stories and cataloguing paintings, transporting and selling the paintings 
by its artists. Field officers visit the communities, and as well as art activities, take the artists 
on trips hunting and to sacred sites and help with other welfare issues and ‘sorry business’.  

As well, the company has been involved in fundraising activities for kidney dialysis and 
swimming pools, and contributed to outside charitable causes.  

 

PAPUNYA TULA SUCCESSES 

> Contributes to economic development in remote communities; 

> Provides financial support to improve health outcomes; 

> Enables artists to retain links with cultural heritage; 

> Plays valuable social roles; 
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> Has been managed for sustainability; 

> Consistently produces a ‘critical mass’ of high quality artworks; 

> Has retained a strong reputation for integrity within the commercial art world. 

KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> Integrity is inherent in the company’s structure and practice:  

• The company is 100% owned and directed by the artists 

• Established processes for accurate and consistent documentation 

• Relationships with galleries are effectively managed 

• The company offers long-term support for artists  

• By encouraging and supporting quality work, the company adds value to the 
product and the industry as a whole. 

> Processes for effective quality control are the result of thirty years of organisational 
knowledge and learning; 

• Preparation of high quality materials is a priority 

• Staff encourage quality work, while moderating the number of canvases 
produced by less established artists 

• Field workers form a critical link between production and market. 

> Relationships between artists and staff are built on trust and respect; 

• Communication is open and respectful 

• Staff assist in raising artists’ level of understanding of the market.  

> Management and field workers are committed to supporting artists; 

> Management understands the critical role played by field workers and therefore 
values and supports workers; 

> Staff induction processes ensure suitability for positions and minimise the negative 
impact of high staff turnover on production; 

> Profits are directed into improving facilities for artists and staff.  
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RUMBALARA ABORIGINAL CO-OPERATIVE LTD  

20 Rumbalara Road, Mooroopna, Vic, 3629  
Po Box 614, Mooroopna, Vic, 3629 
Phone (03) 5825 2111  
Fax (03) 5825 4493 
email rumbalara@raclimited.com.au  

  

Rumbalara, meaning under the rainbow, was under administration in 1997 but has rebuilt 
itself as a well-managed, financially secure organisation and is now in a strong negotiating 
position with funding bodies. It is a regional umbrella body providing comprehensive 
services to an estimated 6,000 people in the Greater Shepparton area. It has extensive health 
services.  

Rumbalara’s administration and many of its services are located on a former housing reserve 
at Mooroopna. The medical services, a Bringing Them Home program, facilities for Home 
and Community Care and an Elders’ program, childcare facilities and the housing office are 
all at Mooroopna. To assist clients, some facilities are in shopfronts in Shepparton and 
Mooroopna.  

The clinic and the administrative offices are set among the gumtrees in a beautiful, peaceful 
and historically important location. A groundsman tends the site transforming what was a 
fringe camp into a pleasant venue. The former housing reserve resulted from the walk-off 
from Cummeragunga reserve in NSW and through various changes became the Rumbalara 
Co-operative in 1980. 

About one third of funding comes from the state Department of Human Services and one 
third from the federal Office of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health. The rest comes 
from the Department of Family and Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, and the 
Department of Health and Ageing (both federal) and the state Department of Justice. 

 

Services offered by Rumbalara 

> A comprehensive range of health services, including dental; 

> Aged care and disability services; 

> Housing and capital works services; 

> Family services, including juvenile justice and night patrol, as well as a set of 
innovative services including family decision making, based on a New Zealand 
model, where traditional Aboriginal methods of decision-making are incorporated 
including the Message stick model, Sitting and talking, Hunting and gathering and 
Corroboree.  

Rumbalara is the leading service provider to Aboriginal people in the Greater Shepparton 
Region. This assessment is confirmed by the trust and confidence of external funding bodies 
who frequently pilot programs with Rumbalara before a state-wide roll out. The Rumbalara 
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Board has learnt that when an organisation is stable and functional the relationship with 
government is productive. It confirms the adage that nothing succeeds like success.  

KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> Very strong governance principles, including training for the Board and clear 
separation of powers; 

> Strong financial management and accountability, which in turn gives strength in 
negotiating with funding bodies; 

> Firm partnerships with bodies such as Goulburn Valley Health, Department of Human 
Services, Shepparton City Council and Shepparton Police as well as local business; 

> The laying down of policies and procedures in a manual which is referred to 
constantly and is subject to change; 

> Community ownership and engagement through a wide range of strategies; 

> Maintaining a strong cultural identity as well as negotiating change; 

> Holistic service delivery across a comprehensive range of services; 

> Strong management at all levels.  
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SOUTH-WEST ABORIGINAL MEDICAL SERVICE CORPORATION 

Administration - 1/11 Sandridge road, Bunbury WA 6230  
Phone (08) 9791 2779 
Toll free: 1800 008 860 
Fax (08) 9791 6476 
email admin@swams.com.au  
Website www.swams.com.au  

Clinic - South West Health campus, cnr Robertson Drive & Bussell Highway, Bunbury, WA 6230 
Phone (08) 9791 7666  
Toll free: 1800 779 000 
Fax (08) 9791 7655 

 

SWAMS services the southwest area of WA, covering an area of around 30,000 square 
kilometres. The total Indigenous population of the area was last estimated by Australian 
Bureau of Statistics as 2,495, though this is likely to be an underestimate. The largest client 
base outside the Greater Bunbury area is in Collie, a regional town around 50 minutes to the 
east.  

SWAMS was established in 1997 as a Coordinated Care Trial site, which was seen as a 
means of establishing an Aboriginal Medical Service in the area, as none existed between 
Perth and Kalgoorlie. The Aboriginal Medical Service, established in October 2005, has been 
encouraging new clients, including students from the local university. It provides the 
following services at present: 

> Medical service/general practice; 

> Health promotion; 

> Social and emotional wellbeing programs: including alcohol and other drugs, and 
Bringing Them Home; 

> Home and Community Care; 

> Primary Health Care and Community Health including men’s and women’s health, 
asthma, diabetes, heart health, child and maternal health, drugs and alcohol and 
mental health. 

A trio of new executives were brought in as part of a change process, who have worked 
together effectively to institute new practices, procedures and monitoring. Staff had to 
reapply, with support, for their positions. ‘It has been an amazing journey…a rollercoaster 
ride,’ said one participant. 

Processes which have driven the period of change and consolidation are: 

> Effective management of the first stage of organisational change; 

> Establishing planning, monitoring and evaluating processes across the organisation; 
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> Increasing the client base through bulk billing and developing partnerships for cost 
efficient access to resources;  

> Enhancing communication and relationships with regional shareholders; 

> Increasing community engagement.  

SWAMS now has a comprehensive Policies and Procedures manual in place for all areas of 
the organisation. By early 2006, all staff members have taken part in workshops on the new 
organisational policies and procedures including induction to areas of professional practice 
such as Confidentiality and Occupational Health and Safety. The workshops were run by 
external consultants. 

 KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> Adopting a team approach to change management involving the executive and all 
senior managers; 

> The support of a strong Board; 

> The development of policies and procedures for common understanding of the 
organisation’s goals and how to achieve them; 

> Ensuring regular staff meetings and providing support for new skills among staff; 

> Keeping the community informed about changes through regular newsletters and 
social occasions, such as International Women’s Day;  

> Improved financial and compliance reporting to funding bodies by close attention to 
time frames and working within budgets. 

As well, succession planning has provided for training programs for potential future 
executive positions. This has included a traineeship in administration for a Nyoongar person 
and an incentive scheme for staff achieving tertiary education levels and ongoing certification 
related to the work of the organisation and staff service roles plus intensive mentoring, 
education and training for Nyoongar individuals.  
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TWEED BYRON LOCAL ABORIGINAL LAND COUNCIL  

24 Moreton Street, Chinderah NSW 2487  
Po Box 1410 Kingscliff NSW 2487 
Phone (02) 6674 3600 
Fax (02) 6674 3603 
email info@tblalc.com.au  

 

Tweed Byron Local Aboriginal Land Council was established in 1984 under the Aboriginal 

Land Rights Act 1983. Tweed Byron has 697 registered members with 308 of those voting 
members. The region covered by Tweed Byron is within the local government boundaries of 
the Tweed Shire and the Byron Shire. Their office is located in the village of Chinderah in the 
Tweed Shire. 

Aboriginal people in the Tweed have been fighting for land rights since the late 1960s when 
the first attempt to move communities off their land in the interests of commercial 
development emerged at Fingal (at the northern end of the Tweed coast). With the 
introduction of the Aboriginal Land Rights Act, the Fingal community joined other local 
groups to form the Tweed Byron Local Aboriginal Land Council and immediately lodged 
new claims over Letitia Spit and other areas of Crown land at Fingal. Since their inception, 
Tweed Byron has successfully claimed 42 pieces of land in the region.  

Today, Tweed Byron is primarily involved in the following projects and activities: 

> Bush regeneration including Fingal Wetland Conservation Project; 

> Working with office bearers and members on development proposal; 

> Negotiating with developers and NSW Aboriginal Land Council on development 
proposals; 

> Ongoing activities: engaging with members through meetings and correspondence, 
administering confirmations of Aboriginality (determined by members and signed off 
by the Chair). 

Unfortunately, the organisation only has two fully-funded staff positions. The rest of the staff 
is funded through CDEP, which could mean a precarious future, especially in the monitoring 
and administration of future development. 

 

 KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> Strategic engagement and partnerships; 

> Strong leadership; 

> Flexible attitudes and openness to change; 

> Clear separation of powers; 
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> Good communication and a united staff with pride in the organisation; 

> Enjoyment derived from working closely with, and for, the community; 

> Building for the future. 

 

Key factors of successful development 

The following factors were identified as having been of key importance in the successful 
development of Tweed Byron: 

> Success in achieving land claims (a further 15 claims lodged by Tweed Byron are 
pending settlement); 

> Compliance with reporting requirements; 

> Growth in staff numbers; 

> Providing neutral ground for services to a divided community; 

> Engaging members in development negotiations and working through issues at a pace 
the community is comfortable with;  

> Participation in successful conservation projects; 

> Creating partnerships with the local shire council in land management, regeneration 
and revegetation; 

> Facilitating the participation of young people in community issues and land council 
meetings.  
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VICTORIAN ABORIGINAL CHILD CARE AGENCY CO-OPERATIVE  

139 Nicholson Street, East Brunswick, Vic, 3057 
Phone (03) 8388 1855 
Fax (03) 8388 1898 
Email: vacca@vacca.org 
Website: www.vacca.org  

 

VACCA was established in 1977. The late Mollie Dyer played a major role in its 
development as a state-wide Aboriginal controlled organisation focused on child welfare and 
family support. 

VACCA works to ensure integrated support exists for Aboriginal children and families. As a 
service provider it understands that the capacity to delivery high quality services begins with 
strong, effective internal management. This has resulted in robust internal governance 
through accountability frameworks using program descriptions, duty statements, performance 
management and the development and application of policies and procedures to guide staff 
behaviour and organisational decision-making. 

It operates in six key areas 

1. Advocacy and representation; 

2. Policy development and education; 

3. Program development; 

4. Service delivery; 

5. Practice areas; and 

6. Community awareness and education. 

The following principles underpin service delivery: 

> Holistic healing approach; 

> Culture as treatment; 

> Family strengthening approach; 

> Educating for resilience; 

> Empowerment model. 

The foundation of VACCA’s success has been across the board, from policy development 
and advice through community education to service delivery.  
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The Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency has proved itself to be a lead agency across the 
full range of activities using a variety of strategies, but always having Aboriginal culture as 
the centre of its activities.  

 KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> Working within the Aboriginal community; 

> Operating as an intercultural organisation with non-Indigenous staff who do not 
trespass on cultural matters; 

> Strong links with government, not just for funding, but as a builder of policy; 

> Firm operating policies and procedures; 

> Staff training and monitoring, with mentorships, secondments and courses; 

> Sound financial skills and compliance techniques; 

> Staff are valued and feel that they ‘make a difference’.  
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WANGKA MAYA PILABARA ABORIGINAL LANGUAGE CENTRE  

Lotteries House, South Hedland, WA  
Po Box 2736, South Hedland, WA 6722 
Phone (08) 9172 2344 
Fax (08) 9172 2355 
email wangkamaya@kisser.net.au  
Website www.wangkamaya.org.au  

 

Wangka Maya is a small organisation in the Pilbara region of Western Australia. Wangka 
Maya means language place in Western Desert languages. Its strategic plan (2002-2005) 
states: ‘Wangka Maya Pilbara Aboriginal Language Centre aims to be recognised as a 
leading Aboriginal language and resource centre in Australia. By working with the old people 
of the Pilbara, we will use our expertise, knowledge and sensitivity to record and foster 
Aboriginal languages, culture and history. Thus ensuring the young remain strong.’ 

The Pilbara is an area of intense mining activity, although in the past it also supported a 
vibrant pastoral industry in which many Aboriginal people participated. The Centre’s work of 
preserving recording and publishing regional Aboriginal languages provides practical 
recognition of the continuing Aboriginal presence in their own Countries. It has a small staff 
of three salaried workers plus CDEP workers. 

In spite of the prosperity from mining ventures, the majority of Aboriginal workers are 
locked out of job opportunities by the impact of poverty reflected in low levels of literacy and 
numeracy, poor general education, unstable housing and lack of standard English. The 
language centre fulfils an important role in countering this by recording and preserving 
regional languages and fostering ongoing recognition of an Indigenous presence and polity. 

Language recording and preservation are the key components of their linguistic and cultural 
projects — encompassing language teaching and provision of facilities to promote language 
use and pride. Their projects include recording and teaching endangered and threatened 
languages, language maintenance and awareness programs, recording stories about Country, 
broadcasting and publishing activities, a return and restitution of materials project and 
specific oral history projects.  

Wangka Maya has refined its objectives and has a three-year strategic plan so that it remains 
focused and daily efforts are assessed in a wider context. It offers cultural awareness 
programs and a Link up program as well as its various language maintenance programs and 
publications.  

We work with a strong social justice focus based on respect and regard for one 
another. We take pride in our organisation and in growing its profile and 
products. We know that success breeds success. Board member.  

Wangka Maya is the only organisation we have that is representing our past 
and building the bridge to our future. Chair 2001-2002 
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KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> A clear vision with nine specific objectives. The primary goal is to maintain Pilbara 
Aboriginal languages, culture and history; 

> A three-year strategic plan; 

> Use of transparent criteria for priorities, ensuring equal access for all Pilbara language 
groups; 

> Opportunities for work for Indigenous language speakers, casual, part-time or 
voluntary; 

> Support for staff through training and consideration of the remote environment; 

> Strong professionalism and accountability in the workplace and for funding and 
financial management; 

> Partnerships with local, regional and state organisations; 

> Executive and management set standards and stick to priorities. They are not afraid to 
say ‘no’ if things are not right. 
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WORN GUNDIDJ ABORIGINAL CO-OPERATIVE  

1-3 Rooneys Road, Warrnambool, Vic, 3280  
PO Box 1134, Warrnambool, Vic, 3280 
Phone (03) 5561 5315 
Fax (03) 5561 5715 
email admin@worngundidj.org.au  
Website www.worngundidj.org.au  

 

Founded in 1992, Worn Gundidj provides employment and business opportunities for 
Aboriginal people. It currently employs around 100 people, including satellites, under CDEP 
programs. It is called after the local Aboriginal people and is located in Warrnambool, a 
seaside city of around 30,000 people in southwestern Victoria. 

The organisation was recently accredited by the Commonwealth Department of Employment 
and Workplace Relations as an Indigenous Employment Centre. Its activities include: 

> Job matching; 

> Product creation (design, manufacturing and merchandising);  

> Tower Hill nature-based cultural tourism; 

> Environmental services (wholesale nursery, land rehabilitation and bush foods). 

Tower Hill Game Reserve has some unique assets, including the dramatic and unusual nature 
of the volcanic maar, the opportunity to see native flora and fauna in their natural setting and 
see, through Aboriginal guides, how the local people interacted with the environment, and the 
magnificent Robin Boyd-designed visitor centre. The centre serves as an outlet for Worn 
Gundidj products and goods from other Indigenous manufacturers. Worn Gundidj has 
participated in the restoration of the Reserve through its nursery and other activities.  

While it aims to provide meaningful employment, skill enhancement, and business 
opportunities for Indigenous people, Worn Gundidj operates under a principle of 
inclusiveness that benefits Indigenous and non-Indigenous people alike. The employment of 
Elders also contributes to the encouragement of cultural interaction and respect. 

More attention needs to be given to marketing of its tourism and product potential. By 
remaining focused on community development as a major aim, and utilising the energy and 
contacts of the CEO and staff, Worn Gundidj has made great advances.  

 ‘It has always been our ambition to encourage and assist other Aboriginal 
communities and the private sector to work together to become actively 
involved with environmental services. This approach will make people and 
communities environmentally aware, create new regional economies, 
employment and training opportunities.’ John Collyer, Worn Gundidj internal 

document. 

Thinking like a consumer is essential in a highly competitive service-based industry and 
challenges complacency in product development and marketing. 
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 KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> Openness to change, new ideas and challenges; 

> Linking organisational objectives to wider community goals;  

> Actively forging partnerships and links; 

> Recognising wider community issues, which impact on Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people, such as reconciliation, the environment, rural decline, youth 
issues; 

> Separating community politics from the workplace and creating a safe working 
environment; 

> Developing trust and responsibility as the heart of workplace relations; 

> Recognising small personal victories as important as organisational success 
indicators; 

> Education in a number of forms: leading by example, mentoring, formal training, 
skills transfer, on-the-job instruction, involvement in wider settings.  
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WUNAN FOUNDATION INC.  

cnr Konkerberry Drive & Messmate Way, Kununurra, WA  
Po Box 1338, Kununurra, WA, 6743 
Phone (08) 9168 3881 
Fax (08) 9168 3885 
email addis@wunan.org.au  
Website www.wunan.org.au  

 

In 1998, the Wunan Foundation set up the first of their holding companies, the East 
Kimberley Aboriginal Development Corporation whose primary objective was to hold and 
control land and infrastructure for the Foundation. The word Wunan refers to a traditional 
Aboriginal ritual of the region, where trade would occur as a means of sharing and caring. 
Wunan provides services to the East Kimberley or former ATSIC region of Wunan, covering 
236,246 square kilometres and was set up by the former ATSIC regional council. The 
population of the region is approximately 15,000. Approximately 40% of the population are 
Indigenous people. In the East Kimberley region, 73% of Aboriginal people are currently 
unemployed or on CDEP.  

Wunan Foundation delivers the following services: 

> Wunan Business Services; 

> Wunan Housing Construction; 

> Job Pathways — including IEC and Local Community Partnerships. 

Wunan Business Services and Job Pathways will eventually move outside the Wunan 
Foundation to become separate legal entities and subsidiaries of the Wunan Foundation. 
Wunan Business Services will be a wholly owned subsidiary of the Wunan Foundation and 
commercially independent through fee-for service work and where appropriate, competing 
for government service contracts. 

The following businesses were originally under Wunan’s management and are now 
subsidiaries of the Foundation: 

> East Kimberley Aboriginal Development Corporation holds and controls property and 
land-based investments for the Foundation; 

> Kimberley Dreamtime Tours holds Wunan’s 40% share in Kimberley Wilderness 
Adventures, a joint venture with Australian Pacific Touring; 

> Wunan house — With support from WA Department of Housing and Works and 
Aboriginal Hostels Ltd, Wunan established Wunan House. It is the only hostel 
accommodation in the East Kimberley region for Indigenous trainees and apprentices. 
The hostel can cater for up to 18 people and is managed by a resident coordinator and 
trainee in hospitality.  

By establishing a strong commercial asset base, and sourcing funding largely from the 
philanthropic sector, Wunan focuses on their long-term vision despite operating within an 
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overarching and changing Commonwealth policy environment for Aboriginal community 
organisations. Wunan has also established commercially focused partnerships recognising 
that joint skill specialisation is frequently more productive than engaging in a full blown 
commercial venture on their own. 

 

 KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

> From its inception, Wunan has remained focused on core strategies for achieving its 
long term vision; 

> Board members and advisors are appointed primarily on their ability to contribute to 
the organisation’s objectives, and secondly on their ability to represent their 
community; 

> The ‘hub and spoke’ governance structure allows separate entities to work effectively 
with minimal risk; 

> Adopting a commercial focus on all their activities has maximised profit for the 
Foundation; 

> Wunan has invested in marketing the organisation to attract funding from the 
philanthropic sector; 

> The organisation recognises and celebrates success in the region by hosting the East 
Kimberley Indigenous Achievement Awards; The CEO communicates effectively 
with both communities and stakeholders.  
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