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1.  Introduction 
 

The Aboriginal Art Association of Australia Ltd (“AAAA”) serves and represents artists, 
individuals and organisations that produce, promote, protect, and support Indigenous 
Art, and the cultures that create and nurture that art.  
 
Membership includes over 250 Indigenous artist members (independent and art centre 
affiliated), over 50 trade and associate members drawn from commercial galleries, 
dealers, art centres, licensors and mixed retail outlets marketing fine art and souvenirs 
and nearly 500 supporter members. Our Board of 10 is comprised of five Indigenous 
members and five non-Indigenous members. The Association has an Aboriginal Cultural 
Council on which it relies for advice on matters of Indigenous culture. Artists from 
remote areas constitute approximately 50% of that category of member. 
 
Together with the promotion of ethical practice, the AAAA has for 22 years grappled with 
growing the Indigenous visual art industry’s economic, social and employment benefits 
and opportunities, and with sharing those ideas with policy makers. 
 
The AAAA anticipates being able to contribute to the NIAA’s thinking about Indigenous 
Advancement Strategy involvement in Indigenous-specific employment programs. Using 
the language of your July 2021 ISEP Discussion Paper, the AAAA thinks it can help you 
“increase economic opportunity for Indigenous Australians and drive actions that 
connect Australians to jobs, target skills acquisition and career advancement 
opportunity”.  
 
Our primary experience is in creating agency for artists and other stakeholders in 
identifying (and talking to governments about) employment barriers, opportunities for 
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growth, skills acquisition, and career advancement in the Indigenous Visual Art sector - in 
cities, regions, and especially in remote communities. 
 
 
2.  AAAA’s connection to the Remote Engagement Program (“REP”) 
 
The Government’s mainstream employment services are undergoing transformational 
change. The Government correctly sees these changes as an exciting opportunity to co-
design a locally informed approach to supporting Indigenous engagement and 
employment, designed to respond to the distinct needs, strengths, and interests of local 
Indigenous communities.  
 
AAAA wants to share its experience to help NIAA understand and respond to those 
needs. Our experience and contacts with remote Indigenous artists and communities 
could help facilitate a “locally-informed” approach.  
 
The 2021/22 Commonwealth Budget has at its heart, “…the creation of stronger 
economic pathways and economic opportunities for all Australians, including those living 
in remote Australia” (Discussion Paper p.3).  
 
The “new program will be developed over the next two years in consultation with other 
levels of government, participants, potential service providers and indigenous 
communities in remote Australia”. (p.3)  
 
AAAA can help connect the design of the Remote Engagement Program to each of those 
employment and economic objectives. 
 
 AAAA can also help you achieve your “overall aim” of “[helping] a generation of 
Indigenous Australians living in remote Australia to have greater choices and economic 
opportunities”.  
 
We support our claims with the following detail. 
 
NIAA wants a “broad conversation” and views on “how to design a new remote 
engagement program that is fit for purpose and is outcomes-focused.” 
 
Your Discussion Paper begins with a reference to the New Closing the Gap Agreement, 
and with the four priority reforms on which the New Closing the Gap Agreement is 
centered.  
 
AAAA’s connection to the NIAA, and to the REP, can be demonstrated by explaining how 
AAAA could help implement those four priority Closing the Gap reforms:  
 

1. Partnership and shared decision-making between ATSI and governments.  
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AAAA exists to help governments partner with and share decision-making with 
Indigenous visual artists, including those practicing in remote Australia.  
 
Improving and expanding such ‘partnership’ and ‘shared decision-making’ will 
help to expand an already important remote employment source and thus 
expand social and economic opportunities and outcomes.  
 
Based on the innovative insights in your Discussion Paper, we have no doubt 
that what AAAA has learned about growing employment opportunity in the 
Indigenous Visual Art context will be able to be applied by NIAA more widely 
in remote Australia. 
 

2. Building the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community-controlled 
sector.  
 
Australian governments should be pleased with the social and employment 
success of their remote art-centre system. It is an outstanding example of a 
community-controlled service sector. As good as it is, AAAA believes a lot 
more can be achieved.  
 
As we see it, achieving those improvements starts with recognizing just how 
many Indigenous Australians are directly and indirectly employed by and 
through the Australian Indigenous Visual Art industry.  
 
Second is to understand and leverage the strategies in the Government’s 
newly released Action Plan to Grow the Indigenous Visual Arts Industry. We 
consider this below. 
 
 

3. Transforming mainstream government services to work better for ATSI 
people.  
 
A significant transformational element could be to build a more sustainable 
and more inclusive IVA industry by 1) building better partnering and joined-up 
decision-making between Government, Government-funded, and private-
sector entities who service and serve Indigenous Australians already in, or 
who could be potential entrants to, the IVA industry and 2) by leveraging 
already established logistical supply chains and distribution channels. 
 
 
 

4. Building better data and sharing access to the right data to support 
Indigenous communities to make informed decisions with Government. 
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AAAA members work at this coalface. We are well placed to suggest and 
discuss ideas and would appreciate the chance to do so. We are especially 
interested in assisting your thinking on recording of data via decentralized 
databases. 
 
This and several previous recent previous submissions offer many such ideas.  
 

 

We have highlighted the connection between AAAA and NIAA because we want to 
persuade you that Australia’s Indigenous Visual Art Industry is one that NIAA should 
understand and engage with.  
 
 
3.   Leverage Rather than Duplicate  
 
Before addressing the REP Discussion Topics, we want to drill further into the important 
observation made in the ISEP Discussion Paper, at p.5: 
 

“…future IAS investment needs to leverage rather than duplicate mainstream 
services and make a sustained contribution to closing the gap in employment 
outcomes.” 

 
We agree strongly with this idea and looked at it in our response to the ISEP Paper as 
follows: 
 

An example we would like to explore further with you is leveraging IAS investment 
with existing Commonwealth Indigenous Visual Arts Industry Support (IVAIS) 
funding administered through the Office for the Arts. This IVAIS funding of art 
centres is an outstanding Aboriginal employment and social success story. One to 
be applauded and celebrated. Even so, there is plenty of scope for improved 
Aboriginal employment opportunities and associated outcomes.  
 
Art centres rightly attract 10’s of millions of dollars of funding annually, but 50 or 
so years down that track, art centres are overwhelmingly managed by non-
indigenous people. 
 
 There are plenty of Indigenous people working in art centres, but generally not at 
senior levels.  
 
Art centres are governed by Indigenous Boards, but art centre agendas and 
programs are typically set by non-Indigenous coordinators with Indigenous 
owners often left feeling powerless, especially the power to ‘self-determine’. 
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It is a shame that, after 50 years, there is no structure or policy to address this 
deficiency. 
 
 ISEP [and the Remote Employment Program] may be the opportunity to create 
that policy and structure.  
 
AAAA believes that addressing this improved skill and employment-building 
opportunity would be a chance to:  
 
1. Leverage off a successful Government employment program (IVAIS)  

 
2. “…co-design a locally informed approach to supporting Indigenous engagement 
and employment, designed to respond to the distinct needs, strengths and 
interests of local Indigenous communities”, - see Discussion Paper (p. 4)  
 
3. Advance the “Priority Reforms” on “Partnership and shared decision making”, 
and “Building the Aboriginal community-controlled service sector in agreed 
outcome areas”.  
 
Changes and improvements start with the desire and willingness to make them; 
they need a clear road map (how are we going to make them?); and can only 
happen successfully if based on the correct decision-making process, especially 
the need to have ‘conversation’ as a pre-condition to proper ‘consultation’.  
 
An important aside is that good policy design for this particular opportunity will 
recognize, appropriately consult on, and address the challenge of how the fairly 
standard human behavior of looking after family and kin can result in ‘outsiders’ 
being denied access and opportunity, and of avoiding Indigenous people being 
placed in impossible positions in their own communities due to the expectation to 
“help” family. 

 
 
Using leverage rather than duplication in the way we have described above could also 
result in significant Closing the Gap progress. 
 
To explain how, we begin with Minister Wyatt’s Foreword to the REP Discussion Paper, 
where he says that the Remote Engagement Program seeks to give effect to the National 
Agreement on Closing the Gap: 
 

“The Australian Government [commitment] to supporting the social and 
economic aspirations of Indigenous communities by improving economic 
opportunities and employment pathways … is embedded in the National 
Agreement on Closing the Gap, which establishes a target to close the gap on 
employment outcomes between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.” 
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AAAA says the opportunity is to make progress on Closing the Gap Outcome 16: 
 

“Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and languages are strong, 
supported and flourishing.” 

 
The current “Target” for Outcome 16 talks only about ATSI languages.  
 

Target 16: “By 2031, there is a sustained increase in number and strength of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages being spoken.” 

 
“Cultures” are hard to define, and hard to target. But supporting ATSI visual art and craft 
is a way to strengthen and support ATSI cultures.  
 
That connection is now accepted in Australia. See, for instance, how the relationship 
between ATSI cultures and ATSI art is described (at p.1) of the Productivity Commission’s 
October,2021 Issues Paper – “Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander arts and crafts”, as 
part of the Productivity Commission’s Study of the “value, nature and structure of the 
markets for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander visual arts and crafts”: 
 

“Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander visual arts and crafts are of global cultural 
significance and an important part of our shared identity. For Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people1, art is a way to pass down stories and spiritual beliefs to future 
generations. 

Through our art, the cultural connections of songlines and dreamings 
continue. Deep principles and concepts are taught through art to tell 
us the right way to relate to and live with each other. Knowledge is 
maintained and instructed through art. (Hurley 2021) 

As well as maintaining, strengthening, and sharing culture and knowledge, art 
generates income for artists and creates economic opportunities for communities.”   

 
 

Our point is: 
 

• Supporting ATSI cultures is required by Closing the Gap Objective 16. 
 

• Strengthening employment opportunities, through leveraging the Remote 
Engagement Program off the Government’s new five-year Action Plan to grow the 

 

1 In this study, ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’ is used to refer to Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 

people.  
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Indigenous Visual Art industry would, in addition, strengthen ATSI cultures, and 
would be seen as helping to achieve Closing the Gap Objective 16. 
 
 

 
 
 

Discussion Topic 1 - Placements for job ready participants 
 

AAAA supports the idea of finding opportunities for people in remote communities to 
contribute to their community even where there won’t be enough jobs for everyone to 
find paid employment.  
 
You are seeking to understand – “…what opportunities there are for participants to 
engage in activities or placements that are like having a job, and whether adjusting 
income support payments may help with this”.  
 
You ask for “…ideas on what kind of placements will help participants get in demand skills 
which can be carried out in local communities.”  
 
One of your four examples is – “participation in a creative community project, i.e., 
developing art for sale.”  
 
AAAA supports this idea and believes it is worth further consideration. We would be 
pleased to share our experience and ideas on how to make it happen. 
 
Two recent AAAA submissions explore this idea in detail. 
 
The 2020 House of Representatives Standing Committee on Communications and the Arts 
is currently inquiring into and reporting on Australia’s creative and cultural industries, 
including “how to recognize, measure, and grow the economic, social, and employment 
opportunities in the Indigenous Visual Arts Industry.” 
 
Our November 2020 Submission is attached. We ask that it be read in conjunction with 
this REP submission, especially the 13 points which start at p. 5 and deal with how to 
grow job opportunities. 
 
NIAA will be aware that the Government released its National Indigenous Visual Arts 
Action Plan 2021 – 2025 on 21 October, 2021. We attach our Response to the 
Government’s Consultation Paper on Growing the Indigenous Visual Arts Industry and ask 
that it be read in conjunction with this submission, particularly in relation to “Capacity 
building” (p 11), “skill building” (p12), “Sustainable growth” (p7). 
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There are many ideas in those submissions. AAAA would welcome the chance to discuss 
with you how to apply them in the REP context. 
 
In the meantime, AAAA offers the following:  
 

1. There is a need to focus on the business of art production and sale, and to 
avoid producing art simply for production’s sake.  
 

2. Many artists from remote communities choose to work in both art centres 
and independently. A significant number of remote artists choose to work 
entirely outside of the art-centre system, even though their home community 
may have an art centre. 

 

3. Not all remote communities have an art centre.  
 

4.  Even in an art centre context, viability and sustainability require the 
identification of and satisfying of customer’s needs, and on relevant business 
strategies, particularly marketing, advertising, pricing, especially via digital 
information technologies. 

 
5. Getting new art to customers implies access to computer hardware, and to 

the IT skills needed to operate the computer software - existing and emerging. 
And so, art-business governance and management training will almost 
certainly need to be complimented with IT infrastructure and IT training. This 
training could of course be across the board, not just art-business.  
 

6. IT infrastructure implies the need for reliable electricity. That need for reliable 
electricity could be the foundation for the installation of localized solar power 
generation and battery storage. Installation of solar systems and battery 
storage systems thereby become another training and employment pathway.  

 
Other possible candidates: 

7. Managing country – land care and management, feral pests, fire management 
- etc.  

8. Tourism – training Indigenous Australians to create and support tourism 
enterprise - in particular, creating tourism events based on post pandemic 
domestic travel, training and event organisation. 

9. Language – using local Indigenous people to strengthen knowledge of local 
language at the same time as teaching English language skills.  

 
 
 
 

Discussion topic 2 – Support for Job-Ready Participants to get a Job.  
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Your REP Discussion Paper talks about people in remote areas who have skills and 
experience but who are under employed or unemployed and who seek greater assistance 
in competing for jobs.  
 
AAAA is not qualified to offer ideas on the sorts of support and training that have proved 
helpful (Question 4), but in terms of our own experience, we are very supportive of the 
notions of induction, mentoring, and information on how the tax system works 
(Questions 5).  
 
 
Q. 6 asks if there are “new ways to create opportunities for job ready people and 
suggests examples.  
 
One way would be to grow the Indigenous Visual Art Industry – using the REP to leverage 
the Governments Action Plan for growing the Industry as outlined at the start of this 
submission. 
 

Detailed ideas on how to do so are explored in the two Submissions attached 
 
 
 
 

Discussion Topic 3 – Vocational Training  
 

On Q.8: Those service providers trying to increase their knowledge and awareness of 
culturally specific issues to better assist Indigenous people need to begin with the 
understanding that Indigenous cultures are location - specific.  
 
Australian service providers could use local Indigenous people to ‘educate’ the providers 
on ‘local’ culture and practice. Such service providers should be encouraged to engage 
with local or national aboriginal owned businesses. 
 
Local Indigenous art and craft people could often be a good resource with which to open 
conversations.  
 
NIAA could consider building a database of suitable ‘advisers’ in regions and locations.  
‘Suitability’ should include using delivery partners culturally competent at skill transfer 
and capacity building so that local Aboriginal people become the delivery agents and 
advisers in the near term. 
 
On Q. 9, we can’t think of a better type of training than the mentoring and incubation 
schemes referred to in our attached submissions.  
 
We wonder what the scope is to require large mining companies to improve their 
operational skills - transfer results. 
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Discussion Topic 4 – Non-vocational Services to Overcome Serious Barriers to 
Employment 
 

AAAA agrees with what some remote communities have told you about “a need for 
greater support to tackle barriers to participation and engagement”, and also that “under 
current arrangements there can be a lack of flexibility around personal circumstances 
that may reduce a person’s ability to move into a job in their community. Examples 
include: 

• responsibility to family and community  

• language, communication and literacy ability  

• personal health and wellbeing (e.g., housing status, mental health).” 
 

AAAA often encounters these issues when dealing with Members, especially in remote locations. 

You ask for “views on practical approaches to drive better connections between 
participants and existing government support services so that participants are more able 
to join in community activities and the local economy.” 

We are not confident we can add to what you already know. 
 
Generally, the answer seems to be – all the Closing the Gap objectives. 
 
NIAA will be thinking about prioritizing those objectives. 
 
In our view, knowing which to focus on first means speaking with the relevant people at 
specific locations.  
 
AAAA could perhaps help you by introducing you to relevant people in some locations – 
especially in and around Alice Springs and some other regions.  
 
 
 

Discussion Topic 5 – Mutual Obligation Requirements  
 

Apart from remembering that aboriginal culture varies from region to region and 
sometimes from community to community, AAAA does not feel it knows more about 
these matters than NIAA, so does not feel qualified to offer detailed ideas.  
 
However, AAAA may be able help you (and other levels of government) coordinate 
existing activities more effectively – for example by using AAAA’s communication 
channels.  
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The following general points are worth restating: 
 

1. Build approaches that reflect actual cultural contexts, not on well-meaning 
assumptions, 

2. Maximise the use of local and national Aboriginal owned businesses, 
 

3. Define what ‘success’ looks like, 
 

4. Make sure that new proposals effect actual changes in communities.  Too often, 
advisers ‘arrive’, do the work, and move on – but without changing what happens 
in communities. 

 
 
Conclusion  

 

The innovative proposals in your Discussion Paper reflect decades of hard-won 

experience. 

 

Addressing the many complexities which you are grappling with will need to happen 

through a national conversation based on effective coordination - between layers of 

government, and with private organisations.  

 

AAAA’s response identifies several instances where we can assist NIAA - with 

coordination, with design, and with implementation. 

 

We hope we have done enough to persuade NIAA to invite AAAA into the conversation. 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Three Attachments: 
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Office for the Arts   

 

AAAA Response to Consultation Paper on Growing the Indigenous Visual Arts Industry   

30 December 2020  

 

 

National Indigenous Australians Agency  

 

AAAA Response to NIAA Discussion Paper on Indigenous Skills, Engagement and 
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