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The two questions we will address

1. Why more Government support for 
First Nations tourism is now justified?

2. How to do Government support for 
First Nations tourism more effectively

Fortunately, the answers to these questions are closely linked. 



Why First Nations tourism should have a higher 
Government funding priority?

Offers major potential benefits for the more pressing social and economic issues facing 
First Nations people.  First Nations tourism can increase:

1. Non-Indigenous Australians' knowledge about First Nations culture and the 
importance of Country

2. First Nations people’s economic self-determination and entrepreneurship

3. First Nations people’s opportunities to live on Country with employment on Country

4. First Nations people exposing their young people to experiences on Country in 
community

Other Government programs have made limited progress in these areas. It’s time for 
increased  First Nations Tourism to be also used to target these major national goals



What’s wrong with our current approach to 
developing First Nations tourism ?

How can we jump this gap?

A large gap exists between Governments expectations 
on First Nations tourism and business reality…



Problem: 
We are not sure how much First Nations 
tourism we have or who owns it

• Indigenous culture activities were particularly poorly 
represented on the ATDW

• Of the 3,262 cultural tourism experiences in the database

• Just 3% employed Aboriginal people (97), while a further 2% 
(65) were fully or partially Aboriginal-owned or operated

• Of the 154 Indigenous cultural experiences recorded in the 
database, 14% (21) were not Aboriginal owned or operated. A 
large portion (38% or 59) were classified as ‘unsure’ or with 
ownership not disclosed

• Aboriginal art, craft and cultural displays were most likely to be 
operated as not-for-profits (44% or 36 of 81), while Aboriginal 
sites or community experiences were most likely to be 
operated by local or state government (37% or 10 of 27), at a 
rate higher than the overall ATDW average (24%).

Source: NSW Regional Arts Network



Problem:
Closing the gap between interest and participation

• Interest and participation increasing, but the gap stays

• The gap is biggest for internationals and smallest for intrastate



Problem:
Closing the gap 
between interest 
and participation

The gap exists in every Aboriginal 
tourism experience monitored

Smaller gaps are with free experiences, 
bigger gaps are commonly where larger 
economic benefits lay



Problem: 
Funding support 
operates in a bubble?

• It’s fragmented and 
patchy 

• Grant applications drafted 
in isolation

• No connectivity with 
potential partners in 
Indigenous tourism or 
wider visitor economy



Problem: 
First Nations businesses 
are left too small

• No economy of scale to get things 
cheaper

• No profit for reinvestment and 
expansion

• With the owner focussed on day to 
day operations, no time to grow the 
business



WA partnership – 
Ngula Jar Island

• Three way partnership 
between Seabourn 
(Carnival Corp), State/Fed 
Govt and WGAC

• WGAC created visitor pass 
to source funding for 
tourism

• Kimberley coastal cruising 
growing and a high yield 
sector

• Partnership is building a 
base camp for performers to 
live and work 14 day shifts 
in the dry season

• Seabourne Cruises have 
made several major 
contributions



Problem: 
Not enough First Nations 
accommodation

• Visitors do First Nations tours and visit attractions but 
normally stay in mainstream non-Indigenous owned 
accommodation

• Creates a fragmented experience

• Limits financial benefits for First Nations

• Limits reach of First Nations storytelling and selling other 
First Nations experiences

Geike Gorge boat tour – Kimberley WA

The Crossing Inn – Kimberley WA



There were 16 tourists who bought commercial visitor 
accommodation for every tourist who bought an organised tour 
in the most recent year.  These tourists spent nearly 30 times 
more on visitor accommodation than on organised tours.  

Our first approach…
Increase the focus on selling stays on country 
– to fish where the fish are



Selling stays on Country is a rich but 
as yet little exploited opportunity

• Only 3% of tourists (domestic and international) who have an Aboriginal visitor experience, have a camping experience on Aboriginal land. 

• 50% more Australian visitors undertook Aboriginal tourism experiences than international

• First Nation tourism will be heavily reliant on Australian resident visitors 

• Stays on Country is a great way to expose Australians to First Nations tourism and values, as well as provide much greater revenues from First 
Nations tourism



Four benefits of selling stays on country 

1. Greater job opportunities for First Nation people – total visitor accommodation employment was 

107,000 jobs in the August 2021 Census, many times the scale of employment in visitor tours

2. Greater opportunities to share First Nation cultures with visitors and the importance of Country

3. Greater opportunity for many more First Nation People to live and work on Country 

4. Increases opportunities to grow associated businesses of tours and art sales



Selling stays on country – shifts in the opportunity

Focus shifted from international to domestic tourism due to COVID and urban to regional and remote visitation

Growth in the commercial caravan park and camping sector, many more caravans bought over COVID

Pre-fabricated cabin/tiny home costs have not increased at the same rate as construction costs for hotels and 

motels, while finding skilled tradesmen in many regional areas has become more challenging so pre-fabricated 

buildings lower cost, quicker and more readily developed

Key challenge for visitors to many regional areas is finding high-quality visitor accommodation; 

– many hotel/motel properties are outdated and tired, and greater interest by visitors in having own space

– there is often a gap in regional markets for visitor accommodation near First Nation Country



Selling stays on country – winning with this 
opportunity

Visitor accommodation & supporting infrastructure needs more capital investment than for tours

-  a larger upfront contribution from Governments is necessary, which is a barrier overdue for dismantling 

beyond WA

Need some First Nations accommodation success stories

Also need training for First Nations accommodation staff and management



WA is taking on the 
accommodation challenge

Camping with custodians

• 7 sites

• Getting bigger and more sophisticated

• More on the way

• Marketing & promotion by Tourism WA 
and WAITOC

Djarindjin Campground



An alternative approach…

from the 
NSW Aboriginal Land Council

Project region is the green shade



Problem 1 
Operators 
too small



Problem 2 
Need more 
innovative 

product



Problem 3 
Low 

market 
awareness
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Training 
needs 
analysis



Shortlisting for business case (first 8 / 14)



Benefits of implementation 
(from the Business Case)

• Most of the businesses to be financially self-sufficient from 
the first year in operation, and all by the second year

• There is enough profitability to sufficiently market, meet all 
costs, cover taxation obligations set aside funds for 
continuous renewal

• Converts the $232,493 combined net debt of four 
businesses to break-even in Year 1, then $1M Net Profit 
by Year 5

• Increase Aboriginal employment from the current 5.9 to 17 
FTE

• NPV of $29M and a Benefit Cost Ratio of 5.3 to 1

• Other larger social benefits. Keeps local culture alive, 
share the Storylines, learn how to use the local language 
and teaches self-respect, leading to increased self-worth

• A set of Aboriginal tourism mentors that can inspire and 
guide the emerging Aboriginal tourism sector in the region 
and across NSW

https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=499461908845935&set=a.499461885512604&__tn__=%3C


More information:
https://alc.org.au/nenw-aboriginal-tourism/
1. Investor video
2. Investor Prospectus
3. Business Case

The NSW government scrapped the funding 
program the business case was targeting, so 
we wait, but this region waits ready



INVESTMENT LOGIC MAP

BENEFIT
ASSETS

PROBLEM
CHANGES

STRATEGIC
OPTIONS SOLUTION

A better approach by Governments to supporting First Nations Tourism

First Nations people have 
low  economic self-
determination and 
entrepreneurship

30%

Major current 
approaches of more 

marketing and 
support for feasibility 

studies without 
associated capital 

spending or business 
development training

Visitor 
accommodation 

rapidly expands on 
First Nations Country 
run by First Nations 

entrepreneurs or 
communities

First Nations people need  
more opportunities to live on 
Country with employment on 
Country 

20%

Non-Indigenous Australians’ 
have low knowledge about 
First Nations culture and the 
importance of Country 

40% 

First Nations people want to 
expose their young people to 
experiences on Country in 
community 

10%

First Nations people enjoy 
higher levels of social and 
emotional wellbeing (CTG 14). 
People maintain a distinctive 
cultural, spiritual, physical and 
economic relationship with 
their land and waters (CTG 
15).

40%

Focus on developing 
visitor accommodation 

on First Nations 
Country

Audit of existing FN 
tourism businesses 

before picking 
winners with capital 

and business 
planning/operating 
support to develop 

business success 
stories

Audit of existing FN 
tourism businesses 

Stronger economic 
participation and development 
of people and their 
communities (CTG 8)

40%

Increase prospects for 
Constitutional recognition and 
respect for First Nations 
Culture and Country

20%

Focus on detailed 
feasibility studies and 
business cases backed 

by capital and 
management training 
to developing visitor 
accommodation on 

First Nations Country

Capital and training 
support for highly 
ranked audited FN 
tourism businesses

Rapid improvement in 
visitor perceptions of 
First Nations tourism 

experiences



Conclusion

Big gap between Governments’ policy priority to First Nations tourism development and achieving sustainable success.  
An increased logic for developing First Nations tourism as more central to First Nations Government policies

Need to rethink failed past approaches 

The crying need is for tourism business planning and management skill transfer to First Nations’ tourism business 
owners

Two opportunities to build critical mass for profitability and commercial sustainability:

1. Audit to identify and professionalise the most promising micro First Nation businesses in a region to form a 
marketed network of high-quality First Nation visitor experiences

2. Refine and develop larger investments in outstanding sites to demonstrate and popularise First Nation - led 
accommodation linked experiences

Requires detailed business planning and skill transfer to First Nation owners, backed by Government funding
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