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GLOBAL VOICES 
 
Global Voices was established in February 2011 as a non-profit private company limited by 
guarantee through a grant from the British Council. We are now funded through 
partnerships with Australia’s leading universities, the corporate & philanthropic 
communities and Government. 

We are based in Melbourne, with seven part-time team members all aged under-25. Our 
board of directors is chaired by The Honourable Peter Lindsay, a former Parliamentary 
Secretary for Defence. 

Global Voices selects, funds, prepares and then coordinates delegations of Australia’s future 
leaders to a variety of major international events. We also run a domestic events program 
designed to bring Australia’s future leaders face-to-face with key international decision 
makers over a small, intimate working meal. 

Our vision is where young Australians have an influence on the world stage. 

Our mission is to create opportunities for young Australians to engage with international 
policy both at home and abroad. 

 

UN PERMANENT FORUM ON INDIGENOUS ISSUES (UNPFII) 

 
The United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues is an advisory body to the UN 
Economic and Social Council. The Forum’s mandate is to discuss indigenous issues related to 
economic and social development, culture, the environment, education, health and human 
rights. 

The Permanent Forum consists of 16 independent experts chosen from all regions of the 
world. This year will be the twelfth annual session of the forum and government officials, 
journalists, and interested civil society members will be in attendance. 

Notable speakers of past sessions have included the Secretary General of the United Nations 
Ban Ki-Moon, and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner Mick 
Gooda. 

MATTHEW HEFFERNAN  
 

Matthew Heffernan, 27, is an Indigenous Economic Development Officer within the 
Northern Territory Government, and a recipient of Global Voices National Scholarship. He 
was named Darwin Young Citizen of the Year in 2012. 
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Abstract 
 
The disproportionately high rates of Indigenous-Australian incarceration, suicide, health and 
housing issues and substance abuse, amongst other issues, represent a multifaceted and 
complex situation that has been the target of numerous strategies aimed at improvement 
over a long period of time (other First Nations peoples share these similarities). Although the 
neoliberal perspective in this social and political landscape has received much criticism both 
within and outside of Indigenous communities, it will be argued that through a synthesis of 
some neoliberal theory and Indigenous cultural knowledges it is possible for Indigenous 
wellbeing to improve in the long term.  Furthermore, it will be argued in this paper that the 
institutional safeguards such as land councils and government (including government funded 
programs and organisations), while providing some protection or short term benefit, may 
counter intuitively prove to be the most complex barrier to Indigenous economic 
development.  
 

Recommendations  

1. A rigorous consultation and research process with Traditional Owners and select key 
stakeholders, to examine and expedite institutional business development 
processes. Including the amalgamation of service delivery and key performance 
indicators across federal and state government departments relating to Indigenous 
economic development and employment. 

2. Research and develop a resource and regional development map for the Northern 
Territory (Territory), which factors projections in population size and diversity, 
aggregate demand and lateral industry and service development.  

3. The declaration on the rights of Indigenous peoples has pragmatic aspects that 
could potentially guide reforms as a compliment to the Australian constitutional 
referendum on Indigenous recognition; in particular Article 11 which touches on 
aspects of both cultural intellectual property and cultural product/s that have been 
removed and or appropriated by institutions/governments. Through the 
controversial section 51 of the Australian Constitution the power for the Federal 
government to make decisions for Indigenous people presents an opportunity for 
uniformity and expediency in processes required for positive Indigenous economic 
development around Australia.  

 
Introduction  
 
This paper will seek to explore the barriers to and strategies for sustainable Indigenous 
economic development. This paper will first briefly set the parameters on the definition of 
Economic Development by reasserting it as a fundamental human right as expressed 
through various United Nations charters. This paper will then introduce at a broad level 
some of the value systems of Indigenous cultures within the context of Western economic 
perspectives. Exploring briefly the history of global and Australian institutional blockages 
that have limited the amount of business developing on otherwise resource rich land. This 
paper will then examine strategies to overcome these barriers while also deconstructing 
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some of the challenges that are often expressed as the significant issues that need to be 
addressed. This paper will for the most part, be focusing on “Aboriginal owned land”, when 
discussing Australian Indigenous business and economic development. There are two 
reasons for this. Firstly, the majority of Indigenous Australians reside in metropolitan centres 
and while Indigenous populations in these centres also face unique challenges, the 
infrastructure and social capital in metropolitan centres means that the capacity to address 
these issues generally exists. Secondly Indigenous peoples who reside in these metropolitan 
centres generally don’t have any additional approval processes to go through for business 
development to even be initiated, as opposed to Indigenous people residing on Aboriginal 
owned land that sometimes have up to three institutions in addition to what would be 
expected on non-aboriginal owned lands. 

Defining Economic Development  
 
To find a definition of ‘economic development’ that sits comfortably between Indigenous 
cultural values and global economic values is a philosophical and political challenge. 
However when both are deconstructed there exists a synonymous rationale based on the 
core needs for existence, essentially the Indigenous, Australian and global economic systems 
are foundationally existential.1 While foundationally these systems share similarities, the 
values of the cultures are prioritised differently. The diversities within Australian Indigenous 
cultures are too numerous to be able to elaborate on each of the specific differences. 
However, the Indigenous cultural concepts relating to the Western notion of economics can 
be summarised thus. The Indigenous perception of self-identity is an amalgamation of 
various abstracts, including connectedness to the environment, and individual social 
function and expectation within collectivist systems. A part of the aforementioned 
connectedness to environment is the concept of symbiosis with land. In a Western system, a 
monetary value on portions of land and its resources is an adequate determinant for 
relocation or trade. This is generally not the case with Indigenous peoples still residing or 
connected to their cultural lands. In this regard, the mechanisms of trade for Indigenous 
peoples have historically required robust negotiation on how trade will impact on the 
concepts of identity and environment.  Conversely, Western perspectives are also not 
homogenous and are difficult to confine to any specific theories or points of view.2 Using 
sociological terminology to expand generally on Western socio-economic values it can be 
postulated that Western society and its economies are organically solidary. Organic 
solidarity is a theory developed by Emile Durkheim theorising a shift in the way people 
socialise as a result of changes in the production process from increased demand related to 
capitalism, globalisation and the industrial revolution. Generally speaking, societies and 
communities that are organically solidary have characteristics such as secularist ideals of 
governance and social institutions such as morality and marriage. Other archetypal 

                                                        
1
 V Smith, ‘Behavioral Economics Research and the Foundations of Economics’, The Journal of Socio-

Economics Vol 34, 2005, pp. 135–150.  
2
 R Snyder, D Williams, & G Peterson, ‘Culture loss and sense of place in resource valuation: 
Economics, anthropology, and indigenous cultures’, in S Jentoft et al, Indigenous Peoples: Resource 
Management and Global Rights, 2003, pp. 107-123. 
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characteristics of organic solidarity include individualism.3  It is this individualism that 
dictates modern Western socio-economic value systems. 4 
 
Achieving synthesis between these varying cultural perspectives and achieving a balanced 
amalgamation between definitions and outcomes is a challenge for the current political 
paradigm. Institutionally, Indigenous cultural practice is relegated similarly to that of 
Western society’s religious participation, as something that takes place outside of an 
economic framework.2 However through the recognition of human rights and their practical 
implementation into legislation, the rights to cultural practice as both a function of 
Indigenous societies and possibly a function for economic development may become a 
reality.5 

The Barriers to Indigenous Economic Development 
 
The barriers to Indigenous economic development are diverse and multifaceted but can be 
categorised into three components:  institutional, social and environmental. It is important 
to note that all components are interconnected and do not exist exclusively as singular 
issues.  

Firstly the institutional processes for business development on aboriginal owned lands in the 
Northern Territory is a complex quagmire that in addition to normal business processes 
involves land trusts, land councils, shire councils and in some cases Territory and Federal 
government approvals. An example of this complexity is the illegality in some regions for 
Indigenous micro-businesses to operate from their homes due to home leases on Aboriginal 
owned lands belonging to the Federal or Territory government. The government housing’s 
tenancy agreements that impose these restrictions may make sense in the urban regional 
centres where waged work is abundant, but limit the ability of Indigenous people on 
aboriginal owned lands where employment options are not as easily accessible.  

Social barriers are perhaps the most commonly cited obstacles to Indigenous economic 
development, specifically numeracy and literacy levels, housing, drug and alcohol levels and 
mental health issues. Even if these issues do not directly affect an individual, the lateral 
effect usually still does have an impact toward productivity and wellbeing. In addition, the 
aforementioned complexity in institutional processes almost immediately excludes those 
with limited social mobility.  Social mobility is a term that measures the ability of an 
individual or groups to transition to different levels of socio-economic wellbeing, though 
measurement standards and methodology can vary. In this example, however, if measuring 
the social mobility of Indigenous Australians living in remote regions and using middle-class 
Australians living in urban centres as a standard, Indigenous Australians can be understood 
to have low social mobility due to varying factors such as the aforementioned institutional 
and social factors. 6 

                                                        
3
 D Habibis et al, Sociology 4th ed. NSW, Frenchs Forest, 2010. 

4
 S Mencher, ‘Individualism in Modern Western Culture’, South Western Social Science Quarterly, Vol 

28, 1947/1948, p.257. 
5
 D Craig, G Meyers, G Nettheim, Indigenous Peoples and Governance Structures, Australian Studies 

Press, Canberra, 2002. 
6
 OECD, A Family Affair: Intergenerational Social Mobility across OECD Countries, 2010.  
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Environmental barriers include the remoteness of Aboriginal owned lands, economic 
viability ranging from limited or expensive transport infrastructure, lack of economic 
diversity, poor engagement or limited infrastructure to facilitate and develop regional 
economic opportunities. This is highlighted through the United Nations Permanent Forum 
on Indigenous Issues study on the impact of the mining boom upon Indigenous communities 
in Australia.  Even though much of the resources sector is either on, or in close proximity to 
Indigenous lands, there is no clear relationship that has yet been confirmed through 
research that indicates improved wellbeing amongst these Indigenous communities as a 
result of resource sector activity. In fact, research from other countries has shown that 
booms in the resources sector have usually had negative social impacts. 7 In addition, the 
high Australian dollar as a result of the mining boom has meant that entry-level jobs in 
manufacturing and industry are increasingly becoming unviable within Australia.  

A Comparison of Indigenous Land Rights and Business 
 
The history of advocacy in Australia for the recognition of Indigenous pre-colonisation 
sovereignty and the subsequent government and institutional responses has been a slow 
process. Institutions, legislation and acts such as the Northern Territory’s Land Rights Act 
1976 (Land Rights), Native Title Act 1993 (Native Title) and the Traditional Owner Settlement 
Act 2010 that have been developed to manage and maintain the lands and resources have 
been positive steps towards achieving such recognition. This paper will use the Native Title 
Act and the Land Rights Act very broadly as case studies to compare with Canada’s 
Indigenous land rights processes. This paper will not delve into the specific differences 
between land rights and native title, however to provide context the National Native Title 
Tribunal provides the following summary: 

In a land rights claim, Indigenous Australians seek a grant of title to land from the 
Commonwealth, state or territory governments…(However) Native title is not granted 
by governments it is recognised through a determination made by the Federal Court, 
High Court and possibly some state and territory courts. It may vary from group to 
group because it gets its content from the traditional laws and customs of the 
particular group.8 

Both the land rights and native title systems are predicated on a broad integration of 
Indigenous culture and its traditional collectivist resource acquisition and wealth 
distribution, and a Western system of governance and process, through land trusts or body 
corporates who are then advocated for, represented and or administered through a land 
council, which functions as a statutory body.  

                                                                                                                                                               
 
7 United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues. Study on the impact of the mining 
boom upon indigenous communities in Australia, 2013. http://daccess-dds-
ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N13/249/22/PDF/N1324922.pdf 

 
8 National Native Title Tribunal, What’s the Difference Between Native Title and Land Rights? 
2007. Viewed on 15 April 2013,  
http://learnline.cdu.edu.au/tourism/uluru/downloads/native%20title%20facts.pdf 
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Successful business sectors developed under these frameworks in the Northern Territory 
include the resource sector.9 More than 80 per cent of the value of minerals extracted in the 
Northern Territory comes from mining on Aboriginal-owned land, amounting to more than 
$1 billion a year.10 In addition to the employment opportunities in rural and remote areas 
are the investments into Indigenous businesses, with several significant contracts being 
awarded. Most notably perhaps are major projects such as those run by the international oil 
and gas exploration company, Inpex, which have built Indigenous business engagement into 
their policies. The tourism sector, including the subsidiary sectors that benefit from tourism 
such as arts and retail, are also successfully connected to Indigenous lands, knowledges and 
production. The Northern Land Council expresses this mutually beneficial relationship of the 
tourism sector and Indigenous cultural product/s through their website:  

Cultural and scenic tourism in jointly-managed areas like Kakadu National Park and 
Nitmiluk (Katherine Gorge) National Park are outstanding successes of the Land Rights 
Act. These parks are on areas of Aboriginal land, leased back by the traditional 
landowners for all the world's people to enjoy. They attract hundreds of thousands of 
visitors every year. It is the Land Rights Act which has allowed these natural and 
cultural features to be protected and managed.11 

Similarly, Canada’s Indigenous land rights have undergone slow processes to achieve a 
balance between the mainstream Canadian socio-economic and Indigenous cultural 
frameworks. In Canada’s colonial history the Canadian Indigenous population was 
recognised as important trade and military partners, land releases were controlled through 
various treaties and one singular government institution. While assimilationist policies did 
erode these successful partnerships, a succession of Canadian governments since the 1970s 
have recognised the prior sovereignty of the Indigenous peoples and responded through 
processes of consultation and egalitarianism.  The establishment of institutions such as the 
Chiefs Committee on Claims (CCoC) and a Claims Tribunal of Canada are two examples of 
systems that provide Indigenous controlled governance and process, administration of funds 
and advocacy.12 Perhaps the most fundamental differences between Australian and 
Canadian governmental responses are paternalistic and assimilationist policies. Canadian 
governments, through enacting changes such as the “Inherent Right to Self-Government”, 
have attempted to redress some of the institutional, cultural, historical and political 
blockages that prevented Canadian Indigenous economic development as expressed in 
synthesis with their culture.  

One example of a successful economic development case study includes the Inuvialuit 
Regional Corporation. This corporation, while managing various lease agreements awarded 
through land rights, invested funds back into infrastructure, employment and social 

                                                        
9
 United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, Study on the impact of the mining boom 
upon indigenous communities in Australia, 2013. 

10
 Northern Land Council, ‘Economic Development’, Mining, n.d. Viewed on 14 April 2013, 

http://www.nlc.org.au/articles/cat/mining 

 
11

 Northern Land Council, ‘Economic Development’, Tourism, n.d. Viewed on 14 April 2013, 
<http://www.nlc.org.au/articles/cat/tourism> 
12

 R Anderson, L P Dana, & T Dana, ‘Indigenous land rights, entrepreneurship, and economic 
development in Canada: ‘‘Opting-in’’ to the global economy’, Journal of World Business, vol 41, 2006, 
pp. 45-55. 
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programs, as of 2002 the Inuvialuit Regional Corporation has total assets worth $351 
million.13 

A further example is the Osoyoos Indian Band Development Corporation. This corporation 
manages a 32,000-acre portion of land, which they then lease to a variety of businesses 
covering agriculture, tourism and residential development.  This has resulted in a successful 
symmetry of business investment on Okanagan owned land, and a lateral increase in the job 
market for Okanagan people still residing on their ancestral land. 

Aside from clear differences in geography and cultures, a comparison can be made on the 
basis of each government’s decisions, the ease or difficulty of processes required for 
Indigenous economic development, and the quantitative data on the amount of Indigenous 
businesses, business turnover and business longevity. For example in Canada, various 
treaties have been established with the Indigenous peoples, although these have not always 
historically been honoured. From a legal perspective this has meant that Indigenous peoples 
have had far more leverage in negotiations over land rights, usage and management. A 
notable successful treaty negotiation is the Nisga’a treaty, which was passed through 
parliament in 2000. Not only has this allowed for self-governance and the ability for 
Indigenous Canadians to practice their culture but also manage their land and resources 
under a uniform process administered through traditional systems.14  

In Australia however, aside from native title, land rights and the current dialogue on 
Indigenous constitutional recognition, there are no treaties or systems like the Nisga’a 
treaty. The Nisga’a treaty recognises both self-determination in regard to political 
governance in addition to autonomous economic management and development. Arguably, 
it is a synergy such as Canada’s Nisga’a or New Zealand’s Waitangi (a treaty that 
institutionally recognises Indigenous ownership of land and resources) that may be the best 
fit for Indigenous Australians. 

As briefly examined earlier, autonomy is a necessary component for economic social 
mobility, the implications for Indigenous peoples is that economic development may be a 
pragmatic mechanism toward self-determination.15  This is an important factor that needs to 
be considered in this dialogue, as the symbioses between economic development and 
autonomy to practice culture are both rationales that fit the agendas of Indigenous peoples 
Government. Self-determination it should also be noted is also a human right as expressed 
through the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.  

                                                        
13

 Ibid., p. 51. 
14

 Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, Fact Sheet: The Nisga'a Treaty, 2010. Viewed 
15 April 2013, http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100016428/1100100016429  

  
15

 A Farmer, Towards a Meaningful Rebirth of Economic Self-Determination: Human Rights Realization 
in Resource Rich Countries, New York University, 2007 http://nyujilp.org/wp-
content/uploads/2013/02/39.2-Farmer.pdf 
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Strategies and Recommendations for Indigenous Economic 
Development 
 
As with the barriers, the strategies will be categorised to address the challenges of 
institutional, social and environmental components.  

Firstly, the complexity in processes for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples to 
establish business in Aboriginal owned lands is both a safety measure and hindrance. While 
retention of safety mechanisms in the business development process are necessary, if these 
were implemented through a separate and less rigorous process, aboriginal owned lands 
would become more conducive to diverse business development, not only large scale 
resource sector development. In addition, land councils could facilitate the percentage of 
profits that go back to the land trusts, Aboriginal Benefits Fund, and the council itself into a 
staggered implementation process. This would encourage small to medium enterprise to 
retain profit for further growth and possibly even infrastructure development, which would 
benefit the surrounding community as well. 

Concerning strategies for social barriers, the fundamental difference of an economic 
development approach is that rather than short-term individual or group solutions, 
economic development can have a lateral long-term impact on all three components as they 
are interconnected. For example, providing diabetes medication for an individual within the 
community does not change the environment of high fat and sugar foods sold at the 
community store (because of higher transportation costs for fresh produce and the cheaper 
human resource:energy output ratio). A more appropriate economic development strategy 
may be that the fresh produce is grown in the community and sold through the store at a 
lower price. A percentage of profits from the store could be invested into subsidising 
transport costs of more healthy foods and for investing in community development 
initiatives.  

Environmental factors, such as the remoteness of Indigenous communities in the Northern 
Territory are a major issue for economic development. This has been primarily blamed on 
the costs associated with transportation. However, when the definition of ‘remote’ is 
deconstructed the espoused challenges of remoteness seem to reflect the hierarchy of 
priority that Indigenous economic development has had in government narratives.  
Remoteness is a relative term and based upon the quantity of peoples within the identified 
location as well as the surrounding region, in addition the quantity of infrastructure in the 
specific and surrounding region impact on how remoteness is perceived. Therefore, 
economic development is a direct solution to this challenge and the aforementioned 
institutional reforms need to be addressed, it is because of institutional blockages that there 
is a lack of economic diversity, a limited amount of infrastructure and poor regional 
development. Environmental factors related directly to eco-systems and resources are 
perhaps more cogent, but these are not exclusive to the Northern Territory, and these 
challenges have been overcome all around the world (if one considers that the whole of 
Australia was once considered ‘remote’ and environmentally harsh). 
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Conclusion 

In referencing the foundational elements of economics, all human cultures have the history, 
capacity and propensity of successful economic practice, the ability of Indigenous 
Australians to adapt, survive and utilise sustainably the limited resources in this sometimes-
harsh environment is evidence to that. Addressing the institutional parameters is perhaps 
then the most significant next step to fostering a space in which economic development is 
free to develop.  Through long term strategies focused on economic development within 
these regions the positive impact on social wellbeing and mobility will be likely to lift. In 
addition the often-cited barriers of distance and remoteness while significant challenges, are 
relative abstracts that can be addressed through localised solutions and is a factor that will 
diminish with increased development over time.  
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