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LESSONS FROM THE     
      MAN IN THE RING 
 
 
                The Way Ahead 
 
      Jeff McMullen 
 
As the final bell pealed for Australia’s first Aboriginal world boxing champion I was 
thinking of all the life lessons taught by the man in the ring. 
 
Lionel Rose was the subject of the first film I scripted on the ABC’s evening newsreel 
back in the Sixties. Flickering black and white images, a laughing, courageous young 
man with a huge heart and an equally big dream, remembering this champion made 
me smile. Other faces flashed through my mind like those signs they hold up at 
ringside as the rounds slip by. 
 
The first Aborigine elected to Parliament, first lawyer, nurse, doctor, surgeon, high 
school principal, journalist, historian, engineer, pilot, professor and deputy vice 
chancellor all did their bit to kick open the door to opportunity. How humbling to 
think that I am old enough to have met them and watched these Indigenous 
champions join the activists in showing the way towards equality.  
 
Indigenous Australians achieve far more in their own right than has ever been offered 
to them by this nation. Decades of unfairness and under investment in the rights of 
every Aboriginal child have created the poverty that traps too many people without 
meaningful work. 
 
The wealth of this Aboriginal land allowed most Australians to escape the very worst 
of the Global Financial Crisis. With unemployment projected to fall from 4.75% to 
4.5%, surely this is the best place in the world to find the dignity and purpose that 
comes with a good job?  
 
The irony is that for the First Australians it has been getting harder to get a job. The 
number not mentioned in the Government’s budget for the year ahead is the 
Indigenous unemployment rate of 18%.  
 
So where are the big ideas that might allow more of the 35,000 Indigenous people out 
of work achieve the level of skill and reward to share in some of that glowing success 
of the Aboriginal champions? 
 
Knowledge is the key. Indigenous children should be proud that the resilience of their 
Culture is based on learning. Australian society must believe in them and nurture their 
potential. 
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At the high end of success, the Australian Indigenous Minority Supplier Council 
(AIMSC) has its own champion, Michael McLeod, creator of the audio and web 
conferencing company, Message Stick.  In 18 months, the AIMSC network of 76 
Indigenous enterprises has built work contracts with 62 corporate and government 
businesses. Indigenous people are calling the shots and making the change. 
 
The Aboriginal Employment Strategy (AES), Australia’s most successful Indigenous 
jobs program, has conducted a landmark survey of job seekers revealing that 97% of 
this group now recognize that education and on-going training are essential.  CEO, 
Danny Lester, says that while many of the 150,000 working Indigenous Australians 
are in lower paying jobs, there is a growing belief that skilling up can improve their 
opportunities despite all of the barriers that remain. The survey indicates that two 
thirds of the Indigenous people AES successfully placed in jobs in urban, regional and 
remote areas, see themselves as a manager, business owner or in a leadership position 
in five years. AES strongly supports the claims that Indigenous people are actively 
looking for more jobs in the public sector (31%), in trades (21%) but also in law, 
banking, finance, property, mining and retail. After delivering over 5,500 skilled 
Indigenous job seekers into long-term employment during the last five years, AES is 
convinced that an important factor in its success is that it is managed by  experienced 
and  skilful Aboriginal people with strong community links and an understanding of 
the collaboration required with corporations and government.  
 
To build job opportunities and careers Danny Lester is keen to see cadetship 
programs, career guidance and coaching to support Indigenous employment. 
The Australian Government has been listening to this advice because Treasurer 
Wayne Swan’s latest budget has introduced 6400 school-based traineeships to support 
employers who provide mentoring, work experience and employment for Indigenous 
school students. 
 
There is widespread acknowledgement that Vocational Educational Training (VET) 
currently sees just 27% of all students, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, complete their 
courses. The TAFE system has been given more funding in an attempt to improve its 
quality and usefulness to employers. This approach is based on a government view 
that employers who understand the market place should have more influence on 
education and a stronger connection to students. Not all teachers would agree that this 
is the main problem. 
 
One of the biggest problems in our nation’s workforce, according to a survey by the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, is that about seven million Australians do not have the 
minimum literacy and numeracy requirements “to meet the complex demands of 
everyday life and work in the emerging knowledge-based economy”. A recent Skills 
Australia report estimates 44% of all working-age Australians have low literacy skills. 
Too many children stream out of school still unable to read, write or count well 
enough to find their way through the maze of the digital age. Too many apprentices 
and university under-graduates fail to complete their studies because they struggle 
with basic skills unlearned during their school years. 
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It is why as the honorary CEO of Ian Thorpe’s Fountain for Youth I try to champion 
the idea that literacy is life changing.  The literacy backpack program now reaching 
about 2200 Aboriginal families in 20 communities is improving the life-skills that 
give people the ability to work.   
 
For some remote Indigenous communities the federal budget has boosted literacy and 
numeracy funding, as well as increase scholarships for children willing to go to 
boarding schools. We all know far more needs to be done urgently and the biggest 
challenge is how to improve the lives of thousands of other children left behind, those 
out of school, out work and often without a hopeful pathway. 
 
There will be a new trial of a Ranger Cadetship Program for six schools with plans to 
extend this to another six in 2013.  This is eminently sensible recognition of existing 
Indigenous knowledge with potential to grow the natural interest in country and 
connection to Culture.  Instead of telling everyone that they have to give up their 
homelands, we should recognize that the land is there to help nurture communities, if 
it is managed with custodial respect. 
 
The most positive new proposal for Aboriginal jobs in remote areas comes not from 
the Government but from the Australian National University’s Professor Jon Altman 
and Aboriginal Peak Organisations of the Northern Territory. Their proposal is to 
fund remote communities to provide a range of desperately needed services that 
normally would be the responsibility of government bureaucracies with a poor record 
of success.  This would mean funding remote communities to look after their old 
people, provide after school care and programs for kids at risk.  Professor Altman also 
proposes government funding for mechanical and contracting services, mud brick 
factories for building, aquaculture, wildlife harvesting and the proven success stories, 
art centres and Cultural tourism. All of these ideas might not survive without some 
degree of government support but have clear potential to sustain Aboriginal people on 
their homelands where they are healthiest and happiest. 
 
As a sequel to my column last month about the hopeful change led by young 
Australians, a project called Heywire has suggested starting rural apprenticeships on 
farmlands through a mix of study, work and a well-earned qualification. It is a good 
idea, typical of the youthful enthusiasm to shatter the misconception that this is a lazy 
generation. I am 100% convinced that backing the bright ideas of young people is the 
way ahead. 
 
When I recall all of those inspiring Indigenous champions of my lifetime I always 
think of Ernie Grant who ran a coffee plantation and Albert Holt, an expert stockman.  
With the shortage of agriculture jobs in Australia currently estimated to be over 
80,000 according to the National Farmers Federation, the rural sector could open up a 
lot more opportunities for young Indigenous people. 
 
Some Australian corporations including ANZ Banking, Transfield and Leightons 
have their own champions of Aboriginal employment. We need the same leadership 
and empathy from all levels of government, federal, state, territory and local councils. 
Working together we can make the change if we trust Indigenous people to lead the 
way.  
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I have seen success in Wugularr, a remote community 120 kilometres south of 
Katherine in the Northern Territory. Led by Tom E. Lewis and a small but creative 
Aboriginal corporation, Djilpin Arts, the community built its first Art and Cultural 
Centre. It houses an impressive collection of paintings by the old people as well as 
training the young in skilled visual arts that provide satisfaction and income. The 
employment opportunities grew with access to government-supported training. 
  
People will travel to such an inviting place for good coffee, great company and 
someday soon, accommodation where others can visit Aboriginal people on their 
homelands, share the beauty of the rock waterholes and gorges, or attend the annual 
Walking with Spirits Festival at the end of July. The Ghunmarn Cultural Centre at 
Wugularr is now linked to a new shop in Katherine. Business is growing.  
 
It is a great example of how Aboriginal people are creating their own jobs and 
building careers. 
 
What is the life lesson from all of this?  If you want to fight for equality you have got 
to get into the ring.   


