The role of business in establishing stronger Indigenous communities
How do we close the gap between Indigenous people and Non-Indigenous people? How do Indigenous people in remote communities reap the fruits of the mining boom, and how do Indigenous people became an important component of Australia’s economy? These were some of the questions and issues being addressed at the Indigenous Business, Corporations and Entrepreneurship Conference held by the Centre for Social Impact at the University of Western Australian (UWA) Business School on December 6. 
Two of the Australian School of Business’s Indigenous students, George Brown and Damian Shannon, were given the opportunity to represent the Australian School of Business (ASB) and UNSW at the conference. Both students are very passionate about the theme of the conference; Indigenous Business & Entrepreneurship: New Models and Stronger Communities.  The theme highlighted the importance of establishing new business and economic models to create stronger communities. This impacted on the students with George aiming to play a pivotal role in his community development and Damian wanting to establish himself as a future leader in Indigenous business and economic development.
Conference topics included: ‘Leveraging Native Title agreements for Indigenous economic and social growth’, ‘Building thriving communities through Indigenous business enterprises’, ‘Closing the economic gap: exploring the role of Indigenous employers’ and ‘Self-employment and micro-financing: small loans for big impact’.
Damian explained, “The conference provided George and I with an opportunity to gain a greater insight into the growing Indigenous Business sector as well as seeing first-hand the positive impacts business and Indigenous entrepreneurship are having on communities all over the country.”
Wayne Bergmann, CEO of the Kimberley Regional Economic Development Corporation, and former CEO of Kimberly Land Council for 10 years, opened the conference with an impassioned speech about balancing cultural values, employment markets and sustainable social impact.
Mr Bergmann highlighted the frustration that many Indigenous communities and Indigenous entrepreneurs experience, especially dealing with government, pointing to the slow pace of change (a common talking point throughout the conference). Believing that Aboriginal people had hit a dead-end when dealing with government, he stated, “Good intentions conceived in air-conditioned offices do not cut it anymore”. 
Mr Bergmann highlighted that an economic agenda for Indigenous Australians was needed. He quoted a Kimberley elder who explained that if we don’t create economic opportunities for our young people then our culture will be gone in 20 years.
Natalie Walker, CEO of the Australian Indigenous Minority Suppliers Council (AIMSC), spoke about the role procurement can have in enabling Indigenous entrepreneurs to create a vibrant and engaging enterprise sector.   
Natalie highlighted that there is an enabling environment providing opportunities to make Indigenous business a major player within the Australian economy, and went on to state that now is the time to create economic change within Indigenous communities.
AIMSC’s aim is to increase supplier diversity within Australia ensuring that small to medium Indigenous businesses have the opportunity to be integrated into the supply chains of Australian companies and Government agencies. “Supplier diversity turns marginalised businesses into job creators.” In-turn placing control firmly within Indigenous hands to create broad based economic change within communities. 
Buying goods and services from Indigenous businesses does work to create broad based economic development and change, referring to the successes that minority groups in the United States and Canada have had over the past 40 years to a considerate focus towards supplier diversity, which sees minority business contribute 1 trillion to US GDP PA and creates PA roughly 5,000 jobs.
 “If we get the fundamentals rights we can achieve an Australia where Indigenous business is a powerhouse.“
Natalie pointed out her vision for Indigenous business, which included having a successful Indigenous business listed on the ASX and having the Indigenous people ranked among Australia’s most successful business people. Like in the United States and Canada, Natalie wants to see Indigenous business contributing a significant proportion to Australia’s GDP.  
George, also an intern at AIMSC, believed “The knowledge on show was truly inspiring.” 
The issue of the Government’s role in Indigenous business was bought up again by Ian Trust, Executive Chairman, Wunan Foundation & Director of Indigenous Business Australia,  who stated that many small Indigenous social enterprises and community organisations are often reliant on government funding as a major source of revenue.  However Ian explained that this is not sustainable as often government funds come with strings attached and require huge resources to keep positive relationships with Government to ensure continued support. 
Both students would love to see the ASB and UNSW play a key role in business education within the Indigenous community as business and related fields of study are often overlooked by Indigenous students who choose to attend university, often in favour of medicine, law or social work. However, business knowledge is the next frontier for Indigenous communities where often degrees like Law were encouraged to help communities pursue land rights and native title claims, as George explained “The issue many communities now face is to find ways to sustainably maximise their economic development once they have receive land rights or native title.”
The conference was a huge success with the Centre for Social Impact and UWA already pencilling in a date to hold the conference again next year. 
The conference also included some of the following speakers:
· Elliot Anderson- Manager of Community Finance and Development, NAB
· David Bagheri- National Business Development Manager, Many Rivers Microfinance
· Johnny Edmonds- CEO, WAITOC
· Simon Hawkins- CEO, Yamatji Marlpa Aboriginal Corporation 
· Rosie Southwood- Manager Aboriginal Affairs, Wesfarmers
· Peter Dun- Indigenous Services Global Business leader, GHD
· Christian-Paul Stenta- Venture support, The Australian Centre for Social Innovation
· Neville Poelina- Chairman WAITOC
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Joe Procter – Founder and managing director, IndiEnergy
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