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Innovator... Mikaela Jade
of Indigital.
Photographed by
Shaana McNaught
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Setting
their
own
agenda
Story by:

Clara Pirani

These young entrepreneurs are kicking over
the barriers and showing they’ll let nothing
get between them and fulﬁlling their dreams
t took three years, a small state government grant, a
team of senior indigenous artists, funding from a
virtual reality studio in the UK and the support of
coding experts in India to help Kakadu-based
indigenous entrepreneur Mikaela Jade launch her
business, Indigital.
When she came up with the ground-breaking
concept that would provide older indigenous Australians with an
income – while ensuring their cultural stories were passed on to
the next generation – she never dreamt it would take such an
international effort to bring her idea to fruition.
Jade used drones, 4D mapping software and image
recognition technology to develop an app that brings indigenous
cultural sites alive through augmented reality.
“Our app is like a Pokemon, but for indigenous storytelling,”

I

she tells The Deal.
Users can point their smartphone at a particular landscape,
indigenous artwork or cultural object and the app shows 3D
animated content and stories about the object or site, created by
senior traditional artists.
Jade is among a number of young indigenous entrepreneurs
launching start-up businesses, often despite tremendous odds.
Armed with little more than an idea, passion and the desire to
exceed public expectations, these savvy risk-takers are proud of
their cultural history and undaunted by their lack of funds,
experience or business connections.
They have admirable motivations, including a desire for
ﬁnancial independence, to give back to their communities and to
motivate young indigenous Australians to pursue their dreams.
An environmental biologist who worked in the public service
for 14 years, Jade had no business background, no technology
skills and no money when she came up with the concept for
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chair, Cheryl Edwardes on our board. Her insight and direction
has been incredible.” Edwardes was WA’s ﬁrst female attorney
general and is a non-executive director of Atlas Iron.
Delaforce says technology provides an opportunity to close
the gap on inequity in Australia, but indigenous entrepreneurs
need practical assistance rather than well-intentioned programs.
“In the last 12 months I’ve seen more and more Aboriginal
people getting into start-ups. There is a real opportunity to
combine business, culture and technology. Otherwise we risk
getting left behind.”
“But we need to create more pathways for young Aboriginal
people to enter the start-up sector. This includes start-up
weekends, mentors, guidance, roles models, and the opportunity
to access funding and capital to kick off their projects.”
Yet the majority of indigenous-owned businesses are based in
just a handful of industries. According to government-funded
lender Indigenous Business Australia, less than 1 per cent of its
business loans were granted to businesses in the information,
media and telecommunications sectors. More than 50 per cent
of IBA’s loans were issued to companies in agriculture, forestry,
ﬁshing, retail, construction, accommodation and food services.
IBA’s CEO, Rajiv Viswanathan, admits there’s a need to
broaden indigenous representation in some sectors. “We believe
there is greater scope for indigenous businesses to participate in
the technology sector, as that continues to grow and becomes an
enabler across many other sectors,” he says.
Viswanathan, who took on the CEO role in January, says the
nature of funding requests has changed in recent years, with
applicants seeking advice in addition to funding.
“Our customers are not just seeking standard loans,” he says.
“They are now seeking assistance and guidance in developing
their idea and increasing their capabilities before entering into
business. We have received more than 1125 inquiries from July 1,
2016 to March 31, 2017. During that same period we provided
assistance to almost 800 indigenous entrepreneurs and business
owners with support, advice or assistance.”
The IBA receives $13.7million a year from the federal
government to assist start-ups or small businesses that are
wanting to expand. The value of its loans in 2015-16 was $11.9
million, with the average amount $246,000.
According to its 2015-16 annual report, most of the new loans
were provided for existing businesses to pursue growth
opportunities, reﬂecting a shift away from start-ups, which were
more prevalent in recent years.
However, Viswanathan says IBA recently completed a review
of its loan programs, and after a period of consolidation it is
refocusing on start-ups and small businesses.
“As recently as a couple of weeks ago, we launched a new
start-up package that provides up to $100,000 of unsecured
ﬁnance, of which $30,000 is a grant that entrepreneurs can use
to acquire assets as part of starting up their business. So that’s
something speciﬁc we’re now bringing out as part of the menu of
products that we’re developing.”
IBA will also run a business development program for
indigenous entrepreneurs in Sydney in July with start-up
accelerator Investible.
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Viswanathan says potential entrepreneurs are more likely
to secure funding if they have a clear business plan and access
to experienced mentors.
“There is obviously no one-size-ﬁts-all model – each startup is unique. However successful start-ups are usually clear
about their value proposition – what makes them unique, and
how their product or service solves their customers’ problems.”
Indigenous entrepreneurs often face an additional barrier
when trying to ﬁnd investors. Many indigenous businesses
focus on creating opportunities for indigenous communities
rather than making a signiﬁcant proﬁt – a business plan that
is not always appealing to potential investors in search of
solid ﬁnancial returns.
Jade concedes it is not easy to serve the needs of the
community and investors at the same time.
“I think the investment pathways really need to be
reconsidered. Funding is a really difﬁcult process for many
indigenous businesses because we inherently work to beneﬁt
our community,” she says.
“Indigenous entrepreneurs are asked how we can make
great returns, but it can be really difﬁcult when you’re
bringing the whole community along with you.”
Coleman hopes that his success, and the achievements of
other indigenous entrepreneurs, will inspire more young
people to consider launching their own businesses. He
believes that his heritage has instilled in him a persistence
and resilience that gives indigenous Australians a competitive
advantage in business.
“There are so many challenges and hurdles in life that are
unique to indigenous people that it prepares you for the
inevitable obstacles you face in business.
“I truly believe that being indigenous is the reason I will
succeed, not an excuse not to.”
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The ﬂuidity of
start-ups excites me.
You don’t need a
university education.
You need an idea,
a plan to put that idea
into action, and the
right people around
you to support you.
Les Delaforce

Pathways...
Les Delaforce,
director of Covocate
Photographed by
Hollie Adams

