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The Honourable Ken Wyatt AM MP 
Minister for Indigenous Australians  
House of Representatives 
Parliament House 
Canberra  ACT  2600 
By email: IESP@niaa.gov.au  
 
 
17 September 2021 
  
  
 
Dear Minister Wyatt, 
 
Re: Charles Darwin University submission on the National Indigenous Australians Agency’s Indigenous Skills, 
Engagement and Employment Program (ISEP) Discussion Paper  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to respond to the ‘Indigenous Skills, Engagement and Employment Program’ 
(ISEP) discussion paper. Our response is informed by our deep experience of engagement with First Nation’s 
peoples of the Northern Territory via our Office of the Pro-Vice Chancellor Indigenous Leadership and 
Regional Outreach (OPVCILRO), colleges, research institutes and regional campuses/centres. Whilst we have 
campuses/centres in other state jurisdictions of Australia, our response focuses on the Northern Territory 
context and importantly, how CDU can contribute to improving the Indigenous workforce in the NT.  
 
As an institution, Charles Darwin University (CDU) has a significant role to play in the future prosperity of the 
Northern Territory through research, education and training, and in particular upskilling of Territorians. We 
are mindful that the Northern Territory workforce will develop in response to industry growth sectors (e.g. 
Agribusiness, Tourism, Energy and Minerals, International Education and Training, Defence and Defence 
Support Industries) and industry sectors which are currently developing (e.g. Tropical Health and Research, 
Creative Industries, Renewable Energy, Environmental Services and Human Services). As a dual sector 
provider, we provide a range of VET courses that align with these industries and are thus well placed to 
provide a response to the discussion paper. Further to this, we are unique in the context of Tertiary 
Education in Australia with no other Australian university serving such a large area of the continent, in such 
remote locations and with such a small population to sustain it.  
 
We are also well-placed to serve the needs of Indigenous communities throughout the Northern Territory 
and have focused our work accordingly. The OPVCILRO drives the university’s implementation of the 
‘Indigenous Leadership Strategy’ which identifies 61 Indigenous-specific initiatives. On September 15, 2021, 
CDU launched the 2021 CDU Strategic Plan. The new Strategic Plan has a goal to ‘[b]e the most recognised 
university for Australian First Nations training, education and research’. Whilst the remit is for all Australian 
First Nations Peoples, it has a specific redefined focus on Northern Territorians.   
 
We therefore welcome the introduction of the Indigenous Skills, Engagement and Employment Program 
(ISEP) which forms part of the Indigenous Skills and Jobs Advancement Package. It commits an investment of 
$42.8m per annum, building to $60m in future years, and replaces the Vocational Training and Employment 
Centres (VTEC), Tailored Assistance Employment Grants (TAEG) and the Employment Parity Initiative (EPI). 
These three replaced programs are accessed by 1% of Indigenous peoples who access government 
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The Tourism industry is well represented across all regions in the NT. It has potential for growth particularly 
due to iconic tourist attractions such as Uluru and Kakadu which are internationally renowned. Given the 
uncertainty of the COVID environment, we cannot rely on international markets. However, the return to 
normal must be anticipated as this sector will need to be ready for the workforce demand that will come 
when Australia re-opens its borders to international visitors.  
 
 
Key Factors for Consideration 
 
We strongly support local approaches to effectively deliver Indigenous programs that can be adapted to 
regional specific needs. However, there are a number of factors that are common across many Indigenous 
communities including historical factors such as the experience of colonisation, marginalisation, 
dispossession and negative historical treatment, all of which has resulted in their extreme disadvantage. This 
underpins their current socio-economic status, and they continue to be the most disadvantaged group in 
Australia. This is reflected in the statistical evidence and has prompted Australian government to implement 
a whole-of-government Closing The Gap policy that consists of annual reporting – albeit, there has been 
little positive progress to-date.    
 
One key barrier to Indigenous Higher Education (HE) and Vocational Education and Training (VET) success is 
the low levels of English literacy and numeracy, particularly in remote and very remote communities. There 
is also a lack of relevant English literacy and numeracy training more broadly across the NT. Whilst research 
in this area is sparce, the evidence that does exist, suggests it is ‘ongoing’ and ‘problematic’, and has a 
follow-on effect whereby it becomes a foundational barrier to the successful completion of qualifications 
and/or competencies, which further inhibits/prevents positive employment outcomes for Indigenous 
peoples and communities.  
 
There are economies of scale to consider too. The Northern Territory covers approximately 16 percent of 
Australia, yet in 2015 its residents represented just over one percent of the total Australian population. Of 
this one percent, 30 percent were Indigenous. And whilst the proportion of Indigenous peoples in the NT 
(30%) is much higher than the national average (3%), the actual number of Indigenous peoples in the NT is 
quite low in comparison to Australia’s overall Indigenous population. This is where funding must be 
proportionate to need, and not necessarily proportionate to the overall population.   
 
Our CDU experience is that there are low success rates for Indigenous peoples across HE and VET. We have 
mapped CDU HE and VET disciplines to the growth areas (as identified in the above tables) and concluded 
that they broadly align to the growth areas, and therefore we are well-placed to make a contribution to the 
developing NT workforce. And given that each region is unique, it will require local solutions.  
 
Implementation of the ISEP is Key   
 
The implementation of the ISEP will be key to its success. This is where the four priority reforms are critical. 
These reforms are:  
 

• Partnering with Indigenous communities; 
• Working better for Indigenous communities; 
• Better data access and sharing; and  
• Shared decision-making.  
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These reforms speak directly to a collaborative approach and co-design model. We commend the value of 
the design of the ISEP in this regard, as it refocuses investment on local approaches for the development of 
initiatives and solutions targeted at local issues. Whilst this is an important nuance that acknowledges the 
unique needs, strengths and interests of each community, we also suggest the following as key to 
implementation:  
 

• Engagement with Indigenous peoples must be genuine and deep;  
• Education and training must be part of the process to support Indigenous peoples into jobs; 
• The social and cultural fabric of the community must be embedded into specific projects so that 

they support the community to develop skill sets across a range of disciplines;  
• All programs should have built in Language Literacy and Numeracy (LNN) support and funding, but 

the focus should be on outcomes in a project and not individual training as it is difficult to achieve 
scale. If this happens then communities become neglected because increased levels of LLN is the 
pre-requisite and must be in place before other training can take place; 

• The project must have multi pathways and options into employment which can support the ever-
changing environment in communities/regions;  

• Each community must be viewed as unique in terms of its geographical area and relevant/accessible 
industries;  

• We caution against the one-size-fits-all approach to program design, delivery and evaluation and 
advocate for detailed programs that suit the communities in which they are co-designed.    

• Consideration for culturally appropriate training timelines, potential job share arrangements and 
work ready care.    

 
We welcome the ISEP and believe it has the potential to impact positively on Indigenous employment 
outcomes, however it must find the right balance in relation to co-design of distinct programs ‘with’ 
Indigenous peoples. Drawing on engagement principles such as those in the Australian Institute of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Studies Code of Ethics for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Research (the 
AIATSIS Code) should be the first step to begin the program design and development phase. We believe that 
when such principles are adopted effectively and in a meaningful way, it will result in robust and targeted 
programs that have a much better likelihood of successful implementation, and thus, positive impact on 
employment outcomes for Indigenous peoples in the NT. This would also make a contribution to addressing 
the workforce demands that continue to increase as industry sectors continue to grow within the NT.   
 
Yours sincerely 
 

  
Vice-Chancellor and President 




