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Will DFAT’s new Guidance 
Note on First Nations 
approaches enhance 
development cooperation?



Acknowledgment of Country 
We acknowledge and respect the Ngunnawal and 
Ngambri peoples whose ancestral lands we meet 
on today. We pay our respects to Elders, past 
present and emerging. We acknowledge the deep 
feelings of attachment and relationship of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to 
country.

We also extend this acknowledgment to all 
Indigenous peoples, and to all those who continue 
to care for and maintain their connections to land, 
culture and community.



Overview  

Past Present Future

The journey to the 
Guidance Note

Where we are at 
present

Our hope for the 
future



About                                   
Ninti One 

Ninti was one of the first Indigenous suppliers engaged under DFAT’s 
Indigenous Procurement Policy and our international work has been widely 
recognised for leadership in embedding First Nations perspectives in 
development.

For the last 10 years, we have been engaged by DFAT and international 
partners on more than 40 assignments, to provide First Nations expertise 
on major aid programs across health, governance, education, 
infrastructure and economic development.

Ninti One has 
managed over 300 
projects with the 
Commonwealth 
Government 



Timeline

2015 2021

Indigenous
Procurement Policy &
Indigenous Peoples
Strategy (2015-2019)

Indigenous
Diplomacy Agenda

2023

International
Development Policy,

Establishment of
OFNIE and

appointment of
Justin Mohamed as

Ambassador for First
Nations People

2024

Various DPPs with
First Nations
Engagement

included

2025

Guidance Note
released



“Our diverse perspectives are 
founded on deep knowledge, 

resilience, and a way of working 
that prioritises people, culture, 

and sustainability.”
– Professor Tom Calma AO



What is the Guidance Note?

Practical guidance for embedding First Nations Australian 
perspectives in the full development program cycle

Target Audience: DFAT Staff, Partner Governments, 
Managing Contractors and NGO’s

Underpinned by UNDRIP

Works alongside the International Development 
Programming Guide, Locally Led Development Guidance 

and Environmental and Social Safeguard Policy

First Nations engagement is encouraged but not 
mandatory



Engagement Principles

Cultural Safety
Value First Nations identities and 
rights

Commit to do no harm

Build First Nations cultural 
competence across the workforce

Equitable Partnerships
Long term, reciprocal, properly 
resourced partnerships

Avoid extractive or tokenistic 
involvement

Transparency
Co design from the outset

Free, prior and informed consent

Clear, shared decision making

The Engagement Principles are underpinned by the DFAT principles of:

Quality, accountability and responding to partner priorities



Strategy & 
Planning Concept & Design Procurement & 

Supply Chain
Performance & 

Delivery

Key Steps for Implementation

o Identify where DDPs and 
other strategies can signal 
First Nations engagement 

o Look for natural alignment in 
sectors like environment, 
energy, health, justice 

o Use early planning to shape 
meaningful entry points 
throughout the program 
cycle

o Test whether a First Nations 
approach is relevant during 
concept and design stages 

o Use partner-led design to 
identify First Nations 
organisations with useful 
expertise 

o Consider including First 
Nations practitioners in 
design teams or 
consultations

o Use opportunities to directly 
engage in First Nations 
contractors 

o Ensure tenders demonstrate 
how they will address First 
Nations engagement as part 
of cross-cutting priorities 

o Tier 3 Indicators, there is an 
indicator that seeks to 
measure whether First 
Nations perspectives are 
embedded into 
development program and 
policy 

Safeguarding and Risk
Terminology and Cultural Capability

Use the risk register tool and identify potential risk 



Examples in Practice
NAATSIHWP – Partnerships for a 
Healthy Region

 Sharing First Nations workforce 
expertise with Vanuatu village 
health workers

First Nations Inclusion Advisor in P4I

 First Nations leadership shaping 
inclusion policy across Southeast 
Asia

Indigenous Women’s Conservation 
Exchange – Solomon Islands

 Knowledge sharing on 
conservation, leadership and 
stewardship

Laikim Sister collaboration – PNG

 Business, cultural tourism and 
traditional knowledge exchange

Timor Leste Northern Territory Energy 
Study Tour

 Learning from First Nations led 
remote energy solutions



Signs of Progress in Embedding First Nations 
Perspectives

Fiji–Australia Vuvale
Partnership

Vanuatu’s draft 
Nakamal 

Partnership 
Agreement 

PNG and Timor Leste 
DPPs



Domestic Indigenous Procurement Growth
Domestic procurement shows what is possible 

Growth from 6 million dollars in 2015 to 6 billion 
dollars in 2025

Clear evidence that First Nations organisations deliver at scale when pathways exist



DFAT’s Procurement 
Reality

o Engagement limited to a small number of lower 
value contracts

o First Nations involvement often sub contracted 
or advisory rather than leading delivery

o No First Nations organisation has secured a 
development contract over 3 million dollars

o Procurement remains a major structural barrier 
to meaningful First Nations participation

The Gap

o Strong signals through the Ambassador, OFNIE 
and Guidance Note

o Engagement is optional, not expected

o Consultation mechanisms are not 
standardised

o Procurement pathways remain unclear or 
inaccessible

o First Nations leadership in the region is still the 
exception

Policy intention vs implementation



Invest in a First Nations 
development 

practitioner workforce

Develop exchanges, 
twinning and regional 

knowledge sharing 
mechanisms

Evaluate development 
outcomes through a First 

Nations lens

Opportunities and Next Steps

Make First Nations 
engagement an 

expectation where 
relevant

Build procurement 
pathways for First 

Nations organisations to 
lead programs

Resource cultural safety, 
equitable partnership 

and transparency



Looking Forward 
First Nations organisations leading major 

regional investments

Stronger people to people relationships across the 
region

Shared First Nations and regional approaches 

Increased First Nations leadership in development 
cooperation

Shift from partial progress to embedded practice

A possible next 
decade



So… Will DFAT’s new Guidance Note enhance 
development cooperation?

It has the potential to but only if the sector turns intent into implementation.

What we know To truly enhance development cooperation, 
DFAT and implementing partners must:

o The Guidance Note is a strong policy 
signal valuing First Nations perspectives

o Early examples show genuine promise

o Domestic Indigenous procurement 
demonstrates capability and scale

o DFAT’s development procurement 
remains limited, optional and low value

o Embed First Nations engagement where relevant

o Create procurement pathways for First Nations 
organisations

o Resource cultural safety and equitable partnerships

o Increase First Nations involvement in design, delivery 
and evaluation

o Shift from symbolic inclusion to structural participation

The Guidance Note provides the framework.
Impact will depend on how boldly we choose to implement it.


