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Indigenous jobs program driving change

Mt Arthur open-cut coal mine in Muswellbrook

JAMES DUNN

The central paradox of indigenous
advancement in Australia and in
closing many of the economic,
demographic and health dispari-
ties between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians is that
meaningful participation in the
economy iscrucial — but for many
Indigenous Australians, the re-
sources industry is the biggest (if
not the only) part of the economy
that existswherethey live.

While that is more pronounced
in, say, the iron-ore industry and
other metals-mining sectors, the
coalindustry is picking up speed in
itseffortsto emulatethat lead.

“We look at the kind of num-
bers that come out of Fortescue
Metals Group, and that is the
crownjewelofwhat shouldbe hap-

tracts awarded to Aboriginal-run
businesses and joint ventures; and
more than 900 Aboriginal gradu-
ates of the company’s Vocational
Centre

Training and

pening.” Fordham, co-
founder and chief executive of
Blackrock Industries, an Indigen-
ous-owned and operated business
that specialises in earthworks,
mine rehabilitation, demolition,
fencing, construction, ~cleaning
and labour-hire services for the
coalmining industry in the Hunter
Valley. Across his organisation he
has 300 employees, about 200 of
whom are Indigenous.

change” in Indigenous lives.

“It’s real change, and it's change
that governments can't achieve,”
Fordham says.

“Fortescue doesn't give peoplea
fish; it teaches people how to fish.
Tve ahways said, if you want to ix
the gap’, give us the opportunities
and well do it ourselves. The big
thingabout

Fordham says
Fortescus's — I per cent Aborigh
nal employment across its Pilbara
operations; $25bn in work con-

thatwe employ Aboriginal people.”
The 29year-old
‘man co-founded Blackrock Indus-

Hitachi Social Innovation is
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At Hitachi we are looking at ways in which
technological advancements can redefine the way of farming practices
for greater sustainability and resilience.

the g
Hitachi Australia, through a collab ith far 3
industry ‘bodies and gov-mm-m.
have developed solutions to meet the n“dxof the modern farmer:

endtoend and value chain.
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trieswith anaim of fostering Abor-
iginal employment in the_local
mining, construction and indus-
triak-supply industries, managing
the employment life cycle from re-
cruitment and training through to
employment and mentoring —
and in many cases, creating the
jobs from scratch.

From the start, the coalmining
industry was the logical place to
look: iarwork In2016, the 25-year-

Mount Pleasant open-cut thermal
malmhff cnnsn'urﬁan ofwhich
was just — with an old tip-
perandSZDOOOmihtbanLan
asked if there were any tasks they
could do. Luckily, the mine needed
afence built, and Blackrock Indus-
trieswason itsway.

Fordham has since partnered
with the St Heliers Correctional
Centre in his home town of Mus-
wellbrook, establishing the Second
Chance for Change (SCFC) Pro-
ject, which aims to provide Indi-
genous incarcerated men the
opportunity to engage in long-
term, stable employment oppor-

Steven Fordham’s Blackrock Industries fosters Aboriginal employment in local industries

team, you're in the operation. Our
SCFCcandidates knowthat.”
Fordham says some of the
SCEC participants leave jail with
savings of $50,000 or more, or

Raising the Bar initiative, under
which companies pledged to hit a
target of 3 per cent of procurement
spending on Indigenous suppliers
withinfiveyears.

ment pathways program in central

Queensland. The program, which

started in February, aims to pro-

vide employment opportunities for

an iniial group of 20 Indigenous
with

work a year or so before their sen-
tencesexpire, on day release.
Again, the coalminingstrength
of the arcamade it the logical first
call. MACH Energy at Mount
Pleasant, and BHP's open-cut Mt

spect — and in most cases, they
haveanongoingjob,” headds.
“And that’s the difference that
we provide. Its not casy — with
someofthemwehave toworkwith
them every day, because their old

tunities, whichhebelieveswillhelp  have rebuilt family lives by chann- dobetter,and
with reducing recidivism rates. elling all of their pay totheirwives  Ithink they rea it embarrassed by
Eligible participantsarcoffered  or partners — but they leave with  the likes of Fortescue’s eforts, but
both pre- and post. i i i ing to go ab
training and mentoring, andbegin  “They ve regained their selfre-  andbeyond.” Fordhamsays.

“They're starting to think in
terms of mandatory Indigenous
targets on their contracts, and
‘more companies are thinking like
MACH, which is putting a fortune
back into the community every
year through its Aboriginal Com-
munity  Development ~ Fund
(ACDF), investing into health and
and

to
e et soom lomeons
coal operations.

At BHP Mitsui Coal’s Poitrel
operation in Queensland, a part-
nership with [abour hire services
provider Mickala Mining has em-
ployed 43 Indigenous workers
(more than 70 per cent of them fe-
male) in threeyears.

The pilot program has lifted
BMC Poitrel’s Indigenous work-
force more than sixfold, from L8
percent toIL6 percent el abead

the process of rchul]d.lng mm
lives,” Fordhamsays.

“The stigma codiated with
past mistakes and incarceration,
even for low-grade sentences and

Arthur thermal coal mine — the  life was the only one they knew for

largest individual coal production ~ alongtime.”

siteintheHunter Valley—agreed  Fordham says his short-term

to trial the concept. Sixty inmates ~ goal s to 100 Indigen-

have now gone through SCFC —— ous inmates in the Muswellbrook

55 ofthem Indi ly  arcaby2022,i

onehasretumed to the community by reducing reof-
“The absolute bosisof isfind:  fending and inresing commun-

ingthem i

Longer-term,  with  Federal
Government support, he hopes to
dothesamethingacross Australia.

Ferdian Purnamasidi, manag-
ingdircctorat MACH Energy,says

crimes, often cxcludes cx-prison-  Fordham’s initial enthusiasm and
ersfrom gettingonwiththeirlives.  passion to ensure local Aboriginal
“For many of these guys, gain- peop]t had the same chance as

I hen it came to se-

ing -
release is the key to them gaining
economicindependence, asenseof
place in the local community and
breakingthe cycle of reoffending.

“Mining is perfect for this task,*
hesays.

“The biggest thing about min-
ingisthat safety isthe numberone,
two an consideration, so
drugs and alcohol are not tolerat-
ed My guyshavenochance of that,

they are being random-
tested soofteninjail.

“The second biggest thing is
that the mining industry isn't as
hard aswhat alot of people make it
out to be, especially for opportunit-
ies driving trucks. It's a couple of
weeks, andyou get the hang of it a
couple of months, and then you're

alified.

qu
“And then you're not getting

paid$70.000ayearasatokentosit
there, you're actually part of the

amng work opportunities has
never faulted.

“Steven's regular visits to site
are packed with as much, if not
more, eagemess and devotion to
hi than his building

‘All we want

is to have the
opportunity to
progress, make
money, be able to
build, strengthen
ourselves and give
ourselves real hope’

of BEIP's target for
ployment across ts Australian op-
erations of 5.75 per cent of its total
‘workforce by the end of 2020.
“I think the industry is really
p hard now, to get to where
itshould be,” Fordham says.
“There’ssome really good lead-
ers. There's Malabar Coal, which
hasn't opened yet (it is proposing
turning the old Drayton South
open-cut coal mine in NSWintoan
‘mine that would re-

STEVEN FORDHAM
CO-FOUNDER AND CEO,
BLACKROCK INDUSTRIES

ship. Companies are aware that its
an essential part of their social li-
cence to operate, and beyond that.
itsthe right thing to do s apart of

afence,” Purnamasidi say:
“We're proud to beabk towork
with him and his team, and we’

‘the community they operatein.”
. the big prodmrsare
starting to act. Whn; ‘oal

cover 148 million tonnes of run-of-
mine coal over aperiod of 26years,
andinject $509m in capital invest-
ment value into the economy),
they've been giving work and op-
portunities for us aswell.

“It's not just employment, it's
procurement and confracts with
supplier businesses that are Indi-
genous-owned, and community
support through care and

and

other local Aboriginal organis-
ations.

“This commitment is easy to

mal(zwhu\wa know that Steven is

usinga buy-local

P
identifies as Indigenous, and start-
ingwith employment andprocure-

ment — $32m spent with nine
I.l\d.lgenmls supplies in FY20— it

strategy and works tirelessly to
strengthen the  Muswellbrook
community in which h bves and
works.

While the coal industry is be-
hind its iron-ore, gold and metals
counterparts, Fordham says it is
rapidly improving. It has adopted
the Business Council of Australia’s

education and " Ford-

"Atthe end of the day, the
mines are on Indigenous land, we
‘wantto live in our countries, live in
our arcas, and provide our people

through “i forms
of support” such as family support,
healthcare, education and raining,

“All we want is to have the op-
portunity to _progress, make

itsemployees,

Glencore Coaland Indigenous-
owned business Diversified Build-
ing Services (DBS) have partnered
10 expand an Indigenous employ-

money, ild,strengthen
ourselves and give ourselves real
hope — and the mines do that.
There’s an obligation, and there’s

and we want to work with
‘them as muchaswecan.”

| Undergraduate engineer

Pub owner

Helping to keep the
community safe and
the economy moving.

Things are pretty tough. But without mining, it'd be a lot tougher.

During the pandemic, mines all over NSW have kept going.
And that's helped to keep our state going too.

All of our mines have strict COVID-safe practices.

Which means thousands of businesses supplying the mines and local
businesses across our community can keep going too.

nswmining.com.au/covid-19-community
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