
M

Advancing Aborginal
entrepreneurs
Commercial and IT skills for
indigenous business leaders



The Skills Deficit

Going it alone in business takes courage,
but for Australia’s Aboriginal entrepreneurs,
the challenges are often exceptional.
According to Steven Slee at Yarnteen, a
NSW indigenous organisation that fosters
business skills, a lack of technical proficiency
is often to blame.

“A lot of Aboriginal people have great
commercial ideas, but they tend to be
more confident with practical, hands-on
business activities than with technical skills
such as finance and accounting,” he says.
“As a result, they have to rely on other
people to help to develop their ideas.” 

According to Slee, IT capabilities also
present a challenge. “Many Aboriginal
communities don’t rely on technology, so
people don’t learn IT skills,” he says. “The
generation aged 30-40 has had very little
exposure to technology and as a result,
indigenous start-ups struggle to compete.”

Enterprise Programs

In 2009, Yarnteen teamed with independent
not-for-profit organisation Social Ventures
Australia to launch the Rise Hub. The
program’s objective was to increase the
skills of indigenous Australian entrepreneurs
though intensive IT business training,
mentoring and practical support. The
program received financial support from
Microsoft, who also provided software.

“Yarnteen demonstrated there were a lot of
indigenous businesses out there that lacked
hard business skills,” says Paul Clark,
Citizenship Manager, Microsoft Australia.
“Our objective was to partner with Yarnteen
to help these businesses make progress.”

The program consists of a two to five day
course in which Aboriginal entrepreneurs
learn core business management skills,
including budgeting, sales analysis and
accounting. 

With little experience in accounting and limited IT skills, many
indigenous entrepreneurs struggle to compete. New South Wales
indigenous organisation Yarnteen provides a remedy with
courses that teach Aboriginal sole traders and business staff how
to manage accounts, design marketing materials and
communicate professionally. For Sydney-based sole trader Corey
Grench, the course has proved a springboard to expansion.

“We get guest speakers in from
the Australian Tax Office to
explain how to complete BAS
statements, and also from
WorkCover NSW to explain
health and safety obligations
and how to get workplace
insurance,” says Slee. “When a
person completes the course, we
want them to have the skills,
capacity and resources to
operate their own business.” 



The program has been customised for
particular audiences in Newcastle, Sydney,
Brisbane and rural New South Wales. Some
courses concentrate on finance, showing
participants how to use the MYOB
accounting package. “There’s a big demand
for marketing collateral,” adds Slee. “So we
help people put together flyers, leaflets and
posters and show them how to insert their
own photos and graphics.”

A critical component of the course is a
CD-ROM that attendees take away with
them. It contains templates for many of the
documents that attendees learn to use, as
well as ‘how to’ user guides for working
with Microsoft Office and MYOB.

New Customers

One person who noticed what Yarnteen
was doing was Sydney-based culinary
enthusiast Corey Grench. Corey worked at a
family cafe in Redfern called Purple
Goanna, whose menus reflected his family’s
indigenous heritage – crocodile burgers,
kangaroo steaks and emu. 

Corey’s interest also expanded into
children’s nutrition, and he had started his
own enterprise. Concerned by the short
and long term effects of poor diets among
Aboriginal children, Corey accepted an
invitation from a Sydney youth services
organisation to deliver a multi-week
after-hours food education program for
Aboriginal children in Matraville and La
Perouse. 

“Diet is a huge issue for Aboriginal health,”
says Corey. “We are dying 12-15 years
earlier than white Australians, and one of
the main reasons for that is diabetes. If one
of our parents has diabetes, we have an
over 50 percent chance of developing the
disease. “We eat too much flour and sugar,
which our bodies can’t break down. That’s a
problem for kids, because cheap fast food
has become a big part of their diet.”

Corey started delivering the course in
January 2011 to year six and seven
students. Named ‘Kool Purple Kookers’, by
the children, it proved an immediate
success. “I taught the kids about nutrition
and food groups and explained how
Aboriginal people metabolise food
differently and what certain foods are doing
to us,” he says. “After a while, their parents
started complaining to me that they had to
start buying fresh foods. That’s when I knew
I had to go on.”

Corey started to receive requests from
other youth organisations to deliver the
course. But to expand as an enterprise, and
establish himself as a service provider to
youth services organisations, Corey needed
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to maintain auditable accounts and provide
a professional set of credentials.

“I needed to be able to prove that I was a
safe worker, and that my business was
sustainable,” he says.

Equipping the Sole Trader

Corey attended two Rise Hub sessions,
which included training in business
documentation, MYOB accounting and
marketing. He learned how to create an
invoice and saved the template version on
the CD-ROM for future use. Staff also
helped him to design and write flyers and a
variety of marketing collateral templates,
which he also saved. 

Staff also taught two specific skills that
Corey needed. He learned how to keep all
his financial records and accounts on Excel
spreadsheets, so that he could demonstrate
that Purple Kookers was a sound financial
enterprise. Staff also helped him draw up a
health and safety document demonstrating
that Kool Purple Kookers conformed to
health and safety regulatory standards. This
meant that youth services groups could
apply for funding to pay him to deliver his
course at their centres.

Creating Futures

Having a system for managing accounts
and having templates for marketing have
made a dramatic difference to Corey’s
prospects.

“It’s much easier to manage my finances
because everything – including my receipts
and my tax – is on the computer,” he says.
“And just having the flyers has helped me
scoop up a huge amount of extra work –
because organisations now understand
exactly what I do.” 

Corey’s business enterprise has started to
make significant amounts of money, and his
immediate response is to expand. 

“I want to take the program out to country
towns, including Coonabarabran, where my
ancestors are from,” he says. “I want to
provide nutrition programs for children in
rural communities, and show them how to
use traditional foods to eat healthily.

“To meet demand, I’m planning to take on
one extra member of staff before the end
of 2011. If demand continues to rise, I will
increase this to six next year. That’s not just
a whole stack of extra business; that’s six
futures.”

“With Yarnteen, I got the
opportunity to ask questions
and get practical help,” says
Corey. “If I didn’t understand
something, they would explain
again, and I could keep
practising until I got it.”

Do you know a registered charity
or not-for-profit that could do
with a software donation?

Do you know someone who
needs IT training in a

non-threatening environment?

onmyway.com.au
For software donations & community based IT training

Microsoft supports a range of programs 
to help those most in need.


