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This special Synthesis issue brings together practical and theoretical responses to themes 
arising from the research in the latter course of the seven-year Cooperative Research Centre 
for Remote Economic Participation (CRC-REP) (2010–2017), with the caveat that research 
work within the CRC is still underway at the time of writing. The themes are being drawn 
together in the Synthesis and Integration project, which brings together the major cross-project 
findings typically of most immediate use to policymakers. Research synthesis consolidates 
the knowledge gleaned from different projects to describe the impacts of that knowledge for 
industry, community and policy. In this special issue, the articles describe knowledge about, 
and founded in, remote and very remote Australia which comes from research designed with 
local communities, government and industry stakeholders. As a body of research, the mixed 
quantitative and qualitative methods of CRC-REP are grounded in a substantial evidence 
base and address questions defined and shaped by stakeholders and partners. Integration 
is an essential tool to develop from research findings; it contributes to solutions, support or 
intervention for entrenched and wicked problems and improves the baseline of participation 
and innovation in remote industry. 

In this special issue, the research findings contribute significantly to what is known of the 
complexity where remoteness, polity and ideology combine and impact on remote Australians, 
their environments and the stakeholders whose interests lie in these regions. Some background 
to help contextualise remote Australia includes:

•  Remote and very remote Australia make up 87% of the Australian landmass, but only 
2.8% of the nation’s population. Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples live 
in the 1,200 or so remote Aboriginal communities spread throughout remote Australia.

•  60% of the nation’s mining platforms operate in remote Australia, delivering a significant 
contribution to national wealth.  Mining contributes to 8.4% of Australia’s GDP and 
55% of Australia’s export GDP (ABS, 2012) and directly employs 239,100 people 
across Australia (ABS 2011).

•  There are 40,000 small-to-medium enterprises (SMEs), 1.5 times more per capita than 
the national average.

•  The agriculture industry in remote Australia comprises 2.2% of Australia’s GDP. 

The CRC-REP is a partnership organisation of more than fifty stakeholders and partners, with 
its foundations in the work of the previous Desert Knowledge CRC (2003-2010), and the related 
sectoral activity of its management company Ninti One Ltd (http://www.nintione.com.au).

The authors of this special issue include researchers and research partners of the CRC-REP 
projects Remote Education Systems, Pathways to Employment, Plant Business, Climate 
Change Adaptation and Energy Futures, Enduring Community Value from Mining, Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Tourism Products, and Synthesis and Integration.
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The work of the two CRCs (Desert Knowledge and Remote Economic Participation) has 
produced an extensive body of knowledge and resources made available to diverse audiences. 
The mission of the CRC-REP is ‘through research, innovation, expertise, education and 
outreach … to provide the knowledge base essential to create thriving remote communities 
and economies’ (CRC-REP, 2010) and the articles that follow provide evidence of that mission 
being applied. The authors synthesise remote and non-remote positioning across research 
projects, disciplines and geographies, revealing the tension between urban and non-urban 
perceptions of ‘remoteness’. 

The articles presented here engage with this tension. Local and global market opportunities 
and non-market economic priorities differ markedly in scale, availability and scope; clearly, 
one size (or measuring stick) does not adequately fit (or measure) all. Shifting the thinking of 
urban populations across to the development priorities of sparsely populated remote locales 
may not seem to contribute significantly to the Australian gross domestic product. Yet, as 
the resources boom that sustained the nation through the global financial crisis last decade 
has wound down, perhaps it is time to recognise the value of aspirations, capabilities and 
resilient local-benefit outcomes as a means of transitioning to greater sustainability in remote 
Australia. These outcomes are therefore significant for the contemporary national psyche 
and economic development in all of remote Australia and in the contribution they can make 
towards a more pluralist Australian society. The tension between remote and non-remote must 
be renegotiated with an ideology that envisions local benefits linked with greater national and 
global opportunities. The first four articles in this issue propose that through local knowledge, 
culture, language and natural resource assets, settlements can develop greater local and 
sustainable remote economic participation.

Eva McRae-Williams, John Guenther, Damien Jacobsen and Judith Lovell, from the Pathways 
to Employment, Remote Education Systems, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Tourism 
Products and Synthesis and Integration projects, describe a shift in the public policy discourse 
on employment, education and enterprise from remote disadvantage towards engagement 
with the aspirations of remote residents and the inherent strengths of culture, kinship and 
knowledge of one’s country. This conceptual shift is based on the strengths and advantages 
evident when social, identity, cultural and natural capitals are considered assets upon which to 
develop wellbeing and meaningful and rewarding livelihoods, both of which offset the demands 
on welfare and health-related expenditure and recognise the ideologically ‘marginalised’ as 
part of a more pluralist and global reality.   

In the next two articles, Samantha Disbray and Ros Bauer, followed by Sam Osborne, from the 
Remote Education Systems project, propose that informal adult learning practices facilitate an 
uptake in socio-cultural and economic activity. 

Samantha and Ros provide a case study in adult continuing and community education. 
Learners and facilitators from the language domains of Warlpiri, English and a mix of both 
use principles of informal learning: available, practical resources and opportunities; healthy 
social and cultural relationships; adults as capable leaders, teachers and learners in both 
formal and informal settings. Using these principles in Community Learning Centres, informal 
learners reach valuable educational outcomes and participate increasingly in the economic 
development of their region and beyond.

Sam’s case studies of community participatory research practice with Anangu speakers of 
Pitjantjatjara, Ngaanyatjarra and Yankunytjatjara languages in the tri-State intersection of 
Western Australia, South Australia and Northern Territory contribute a valuable methodological 
insight. He describes how existing resources and partnerships could be remanifested to form 
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an empowering regional knowledge hub, intensifying the capacity of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples to ‘claim … the right to research’, an immediate means of remote 
economic participation and a significant contribution to a more pluralist nation. 

The narrative thread of enterprise development based on local cultural and natural resource 
management and knowledge of socio-ecological systems continues in the next article. 
Keeping with the theme of forms of capital as local assets, Slade Lee and Kim Courtenay, from 
the Plant Business project, argue for enrichment planting of certain traditional bush foods and 
medicinal plants to complement wild harvest. Enrichment planting and harvesting facilitate 
generational learning and maintenance of culture while providing economic benefits and the 
opportunity for enterprise development.

The next two articles, by Apolline Kohen and Bruno Spandonide, followed by Supriya Mathew, 
Slade Lee and Digby Race, investigate how transport, internet and climate systems and 
telecommunications affect remote Australians.

In the cases of internet connectivity and transport systems, a number of rapid and disparate 
redirections relating to policy have occurred throughout the cycle of CRC-REP, and yet the 
issues remain consistent in spite of those changes. Apolline and Bruno meticulously layer the 
capacities and gaps of transport and internet systems. They have produced an accessibility 
indicator tool which considers the specifics of a region, in this case central Australia, and 
propose that ‘bundling’ will strengthen existing infrastructure for strategic, local benefits. 
They offer very practical and cross-sectoral tools that can serve public, private and residents’ 
interests where remote accessibility is an issue. 

Supriya, Slade and Digby predict that as the climate continues to change, the crop and wild 
bush foods industry in remote regions will need to be adaptive to have a resilient future. Failure 
in these industry value chains will have consequences for both remote and urban stakeholders. 
They support a pathways approach to encompass climatic, social and technological futures, 
iterative decision-making and flexibility, proposing that the strategic and innovative thinking of 
a learning community would better respond to the increasing variables required for successful 
climate adaptation of the sector and provide evidence for other industries in remote areas.

In the final paper of this issue, Boyd Blackwell and Stuart Robertson analyse resource 
development, employment and population data for two mines in South Australia and two 
in the Northern Territory, looking at the definitions of ‘enduring value’ in these settlements 
that are dependent on one commodity or a single company. They find that the finer scale 
settlement-level data for resource development, employment and population paint a different 
picture than more regional-level or national data. Their ensuing analysis acknowledges the 
constraints of local data on comparative cross-settlement analysis and the lack of consensus 
in the measure and evidence for enduring value from mining. 

In conclusion, this special Synthesis issue provides a commentary on the theme of remoteness 
and outlines the logic, opportunity and value of making the shift from assuming urbanised 
modelling and thinking can provide the required frameworks to stimulate remote economic 
participation in remote Australia. In short, this compendium supports the notion that a more 
pluralist Australian society is required to reflect qualities and values of ‘remoteness’ as valid 
for urban and non-urban planners. The drivers for developing socio-economic pathways and 
partnerships in remote Australia must entail remotely conceived and grounded ideologies.

The work reported in this publication was supported by funding from the Australian Government 
Cooperative Research Centres Program through the Cooperative Research Centre for Remote 
Economic Participation (CRC-REP). The views expressed herein do not necessarily represent 
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the views of the CRC-REP or Ninti One Limited or its participants. Errors or omissions remain 
with the author. We also wish to acknowledge Ninti One for providing the resources to fund 
this Special issue as well as the Northern Institute, at Charles Darwin University for providing 
the opportunity for publication.
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