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Australia’s current labour shortage represents a generational opportunity to address the
unemployment gap in Indigenous communities.

While the recent jobs summit led to recommendations for a host of measures, including changes
to pensions, increased TAFE funding, workplace relations law overhauls, an increase in migration
and an easing in visa restrictions, Indigenous-founded businesses say the current climate could
drive a significant change in the way companies approach Indigenous recruitment.

Up to date data is hard to come by, but the National Employment Services Association — the peak
body for the employment services sector — says the unemployment rate among Indigenous
Australians is typically three times the national unemployment rate.

NESA senior policy adviser Alicia Weiderman told The Australian that the group had seen a

noticeable increase in inquiries from companies looking for Indigenous workers.

She said discrimination among employers, as well as comparatively low education levels and
intergenerational welfare dependency in some Indigenous communities, had long been a brake
on Indigenous employment levels but the ongoing tightness in labour markets was helping drive
a shift in thinking.

“We’re seeing an appetite from employers who are more willing to bring people on and bring
them through the organisation and grow their own, which hasn’t always been the case,” she said.

The current situation, she said, represented the best chance for Australia to make the most of
that untapped potential.
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“If we do not exploit this opportunity to absolutely create opportunities for Aboriginal people,
then it will go down as another missed opportunity,” she said.

“We will look back at this in 10 years’ time and say ‘Remember that time when people were
begging for workers and we didn’t find a different way to make this work””

The impediments to employment are highest in remote and regional communities, given their
physical distance from the major cities. But digital technology means there is greater potential
than ever before to try to build job opportunities in those communities around data.

Andrew Dowding is the managing director of Indigenous IT consultancy Winyama, which was
founded in 2019.

Since then, the company has trained 440 Indigenous rangers across Australia in geospatial
mapping and data capturing, improving the way in which cultural and environmentally sensitive
sites are recorded and monitored and demonstrating that those skills can be rolled out
successfully to remote parts of the country.

Mr Dowding says Winyama’s experiences with those trainees shows there is potential for
technology to bring jobs to remote communities.

“There actually is this digital workforce that is building out there in the regions,” Mr Dowding
said. “The tech industry does not need to be down in cities, and pathways to employment in that
industry are actually closer than people realise.

“There’s an understanding even in communities themselves that it is starting to happen and
there are opportunities there.”
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