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“Just as the Batemans Bay Bridge links
the north and south of the Bhundoo River
(Clyde River), Aboriginal mentors link
the careers and aspirations of Aboriginal
trainees with the needs and expectations
of the construction industry.”
Kylie Curran,
Project Contract Manager,
Transport for NSW.

About this
booklet

The story behind the
booklet’s cover art

This booklet represents the stories, the people,
the highlights and the challenges involved
in the Aboriginal Elders Mentoring Program.
It is also a tool to help inform contractors,
departments and other organisations who may
want to implement a similar program.

The story behind the painting, in the words of
the artist Bronwen Smith, with the assistance of
Aboriginal Elder Uncle Owen Carriage.

It is important that Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples are provided with opportunities
to work on major infrastructure projects. The
additional support of a mentoring program,
steered by local Aboriginal Elders, helps new
generations of community members build careers
in construction while contributing to the growth
of regional economies.

The painting is a depiction of the Yuin people that
have lived and survived along the shores of the
Bhundoo/Bindoo* river over thousands of years
and to this day the local Aboriginal community still
continue the tradition of hunting and gathering of
fish (mara), oysters and shellfish (bimbalars) from
the river.
The jellyfish and the turtle (billima) represent the
dhagarr – the coming of winter.

The booklet is comprised of sections that tell the
story of the mentoring program. Those sections
include profiles of mentors, trainees and leaders
that recognise the people behind the program
and the commitment of those who embraced the
opportunities it provided. Many others have made
similar contributions to the program, but they
could not all be included in the booklet. However,
their impact is equally valued and appreciated.
The booklet also includes ‘Insights from the
program’ sections. These insights focus on
knowledge gained throughout the program and
may be useful for leaders of similar initiatives
seeking to replicate the program’s success.
Importantly, this booklet acknowledges both the
achievements and the challenges of the program.
By learning together and sharing knowledge and
experience we can continue to build bridges of
opportunity into the future.

The turtle, when depicted with a jellyfish, can represent the
coming of winter, known as dhagarr.

John Holland Group Community Relations Coordinator
Samantha Dennis, left, and Civil Construction trainee
Vanessa Parsons.
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Introductions

F

T

he Batemans Bay Bridge
replacement project was always
about more than building a
bridge. Right from the start, local
Aboriginal people were a part
of the planning process around what the
project would mean for our people – and
how it could help our community.

The mentoring role was a
combination of teamwork
and a dedication to doing
all we could to help the
trainees succeed.
Uncle Owen Carriage,
Aboriginal Elder and mentor.

Against that backdrop in 2017, planning was underway for what
would become one of the most significant infrastructure projects
ever undertaken on the NSW South Coast.

Because the bridge replacement would cross the
Bhundoo – also known as the Clyde River – there was
a strong link to our local people. It’s a connection
that goes back thousands of years, to a time when
our ancestors largely depended on the river for
their survival. Bhundoo has always been a part of us.
Our collaboration on the project was an important
step towards welcoming a new phase, while
acknowledging and honouring the heritage of our
ancestors.

The Batemans Bay Bridge replacement project aimed to build a
new four lane bridge to replace an existing ageing bridge across
the Clyde River. The project would also deliver improvements to the
Kings and Princes Highway intersection and give greater access to
Batemans Bay and its surrounding areas for freight, commuters,
tourists and emergency services.

By engaging with our community early on, project
stakeholders and Aboriginal representatives
came up with the idea of a trainee program to give
local Aboriginal people a start in the construction
industry. To help the trainees get the most from the
experience, Aboriginal Elders would act as mentors –
helping them to navigate any cultural differences or
unfamiliar situations.

As part of an ongoing community consultation process, Transport
for NSW stakeholders wanted to find a practical way of linking the
Aboriginal heritage and history of the Clyde River to the project’s
future legacy.

Everyone involved in the Aboriginal Elders Mentoring
Program went into the task with clear-eyed, realistic
expectations. We knew there would be challenges,
but we also knew the potential benefits were worth
it. We watched some trainees grow in ways that
exceeded our expectations. We saw others achieve
the important step of a qualification, before being
derailed by personal circumstances. We also saw
trainees who did not stay the course. However,
they all left the program armed with valuable work
experience that they didn’t have before.
For me, this booklet is a tribute to everyone who
played a part in helping the Aboriginal Elders
Mentoring Program succeed. We had no instruction
booklet when we started out, we just had our vision
for what we wanted to do, and our commitment to
doing the work. This booklet shares what we have
learned, and we hope it will inspire others to achieve
similar things.
- Uncle Owen Carriage
Aboriginal Elder and mentor
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or thousands of years the Aboriginal people of
the Batemans Bay area have regarded the Clyde
River (also known as Bhundoo in local Aboriginal
language Dhurga) as both a source of food and a
cultural focal point.
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The practical benefits of the plan were clear. However, in a reflection
of the common connection that so often ties people to place, and
place to purpose, there was a component of community and culture
that underpinned the project from its inception.

In liaison with local Aboriginal representatives, the Aboriginal Elders
Mentoring Program began to take shape in 2017. The goal of the
initiative was to provide employment opportunities to local Aboriginal
people, under the mentorship of Elders from their own community.

The program’s
success mirrors
Transport’s
commitment
to diversity in
our workplaces.
Matt Fuller,
Transport for NSW.

With the bulk of the project’s work complete, the statistics on the
Bateman’s Bay Bridge replacement project’s workforce diversity
reflect the mentoring program’s success. A breakdown of the key
numbers can be found on pages 16 and 17, demonstrating how peak
percentages across a range of under-represented groups surpassed
both government and agency targets for participation.
Behind the numbers are the personal stories and achievements
of the program’s participants – some of which are showcased
throughout these pages. Many trainees gained much more than a
new qualification. They developed a new confidence in their abilities
that allowed them to see the promise of a better future ahead for
themselves and their families.
We can all learn something valuable from what the mentoring
program has achieved – particularly regarding what is possible
when we work together on collaborative partnerships to enrich our
communities. I extend my sincere thanks and congratulations to
everyone involved – including our team here at Transport for NSW,
and every external stakeholder, participant and supporter. What a
great legacy to leave.
- Matt Fuller Deputy Secretary
Regional and Outer Metropolitan Transport for NSW
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The project

The Batemans Bay Bridge replacement project
was one of the most significant infrastructure
projects carried out on the far south coast of
NSW.
The project formed part of the Princes Highway
upgrade between Nowra and the Victorian
border, and built better connections in and
around Batemans Bay for motorists, freight, river
users, pedestrians, and cyclists.
The NSW Government engaged John Holland
Group to design and build the new bridge.
Major work started in early 2019 and the bridge
opened to traffic in March 2021.
Key project features include:
•

New four-lane bridge over the Clyde River – or
Bhundoo, as traditional Aboriginal peoples
have called it for millennia in local language
Dhurga.

•

Upgraded roundabout at the Princes and
Kings highways.

•

Improved local road and pathway connections
on the northern and southern foreshores.

•

Upgraded foreshore areas including
interpretive signage, fishing and viewing
platforms, toilet facilities, playground and
public art.

A 3000 tonne barge travelling under the bridge at dawn
during construction.

“The project built on the skills of local
people and provided a sustainable boost
for the area’s economy.”
An aerial view of the new bridge.

Stuart McKechnie,
Infrastructure Skills Legacy Program (ISLP)
Senior Project Officer.

The project team practices social distancing on the bridge during the Covid-19 pandemic.
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Insights from the program

Trainee profile

Start early

Kalem Wighton

A shared vision for the Batemans Bay Bridge
replacement project’s aims and goals emerged
early on, as part of initial collaborations.

Kalem is a young local Walbanja man, who got
his first job through the project. After completing
Certificate I in Civil Construction Kalem went
straight on to an apprenticeship.

Before design work had even started,
stakeholders made it clear to Kylie Curran,
Project Contract Manager for Transport, that
Aboriginal employment opportunities should be a
priority.
“Work and training for Aboriginal people was
raised at most early meetings,” Kylie said.
“This helped us to focus on incorporating the
people and the community, as well as the actual
construction, into our planning.”

He said the leadership of the program’s mentors
helped him to feel supported as he navigated an
unfamiliar environment.

“The mentors would ask how we were going,
making sure the contractor was taking care of
us, even asking about clothing requirements and
other small details,” Kalem said.
“The mentors helped us work our way through
stuff. Feedback from people around you that
know what they are doing or talking about, it
helps a lot.”

“We became a nice strong team.”
Kalem Wighton, trainee.

It was from these early discussions with the
local Elders that the Aboriginal Elders Mentoring
Program was born.

“Starting early means mentors can be
involved from the start to the end of
the project.”
Early consultation with local Aboriginal people, and a
willingness to learn more about their community and culture,
laid a foundation for the mentoring program’s eventual
success.

Kylie Curran,
Project Contract Manager,
Transport for NSW.

Trainee Kalem Wighton felt supported throughout the mentoring program.
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Mentor Profile
Uncle Les Simon, Walbanja Elder
It can be hard to get some Aboriginal Elders to
talk about themselves, and Uncle Les Simon is no
exception.
Although he has never worked as a mentor before
in any official capacity, Uncle Les is often called
upon to offer guidance to the next generations of
Walbanja locals and Aboriginal people from any
background.
He said his favourite thing about being a mentor
on the project was seeing the enthusiasm of the
bridge crew.
“You could see in their faces that they were keen
to work and being able to support them was
really satisfying,” he said. “It’s the biggest project
around here for years and they are a part of it.”

The mentoring
program

While the mentoring program began in early
2019, the seeds were sown two years earlier.
Transport came to the Batemans Bay Local
Aboriginal Land Council (LALC) and Aboriginal
Focus Groups in May 2017 once a decision was
made to replace the ageing bridge across the
Bhundoo River (Clyde River).
While Transport sought input into a route for
the bridge that avoided sacred sites, talks with
the LALC took another direction, as CEO Alisha
Davis and Transport’s Kylie Curran, discussed job,
training and mentoring opportunities for the local
Aboriginal community.
A mentoring team was quickly formed that
included Aunty Rita Davis, Aunty Robyn Albert
and Uncle Bill Davis, as well as representatives
from Transport and the LALC.
The mentoring group were very hands on, with
Uncles Les, Bill and Owen providing Transport
with advice on cultural heritage during the
development of the project’s foreshore designs,
NAIDOC celebrations, and mentoring meetings.
Uncles Owen and Les joined Janette Pritchard,
Training and HR Advisor, John Holland Group, to
select candidates for the trainee program.
This extensive preparation gave the mentoring
program the best possible chance to succeed.

“We found that when a mentor was on site,
the trainees felt pride having an Elder with
them on the job.”
Jo Damcevski,
Senior Aboriginal Engagement Specialist,
Transport for NSW.

Insights from the program
Hold an icebreaker
As a prelude to the program starting, Transport
hosted a “Yarn Up” to bring the trainers, potential
trainees, the contractor, LALC members and
Aboriginal Elders together at the proposed
construction site.

“The Elders gave me a nickname Gawan
Wadjaman, which means Crazy White
Lady in Dhurga, because I was rushing
around making sure people got to know
one another. I’m taking it as a term of
endearment.”
Kylie Curran,
Project Contract Manager,
Transport for NSW.

Project Contract Manager for Transport, Kylie
Curran, said it all started with gathering everyone
together and ‘putting on a spread’.

Transport’s Kylie Curran has found that a flexible approach to
communication can foster positive outcomes.

“It was a great way to start building relationships
and get people talking. It was different from a
normal meeting where people sit around a table
taking minutes – it was more like a picnic and it
worked really well,” she said.
“Often the challenge is ‘how do you start when
there is no rule book? Starting with a Yarn
Up means you can find out what everyone’s
expectations are and how they can support the
project.”

Uncle Les Simon, Walbanja Elder and mentor.
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Leader profile
Stuart McKechnie, Transport for NSW
“Everyone has something to offer, we just
have to keep giving them the chance to
shine.”
Infrastructure Skills Legacy Program (ISLP)
Senior Project Officer, Stuart McKechnie.

With a career in helping under-represented
populations find more meaningful employment
options, Stuart McKechnie has seen what a
difference supportive programs like ISLP and the
Aboriginal Mentoring Program can make.
“If we listen to First Peoples voices and create
workplaces known for mutual respect and
understanding, we can help to build a more
skilled workforce, tackle disadvantage and
regenerate communities along the way,” Stuart
said.
“The success of the program was built on
collaboration between, Transport for NSW, John
Holland Group and the LALC. The Aboriginal
Elders played a vital role in ensuring trainees
were supported throughout the project.”

More than
mentoring:
The role of
Government
initiatives
The Aboriginal Elders Mentoring Program
was supported by two important Government
initiatives that embedded accountability and
empowerment into its underlying structure the Infrastructure Skills Legacy Program (ISLP)
and the Aboriginal Participation in
Construction (APiC) policy.

ISLP Senior Project Officer, Stuart McKechnie
said initiatives like the ISLP could provide that
experience, while also delivering wider benefits
to local communities.
“With a skill shortage forecast for Australia,
alongside an aging population, programs that are
acting to meet future shortages now, with local
people, are seen to be ahead of the curve,” Stuart
said.

The program addresses skills, training and
diversity needs by setting minimum targets in
each of those areas.
APiC is underpinned by NSW Government
requirements that are connected to the tendering
process. This means that contractors like John
Holland Group must outline how they will meet
certain targets.
The combination of APiC, ISLP and the Aboriginal
Elders Mentoring Program led to a large number
of under-represented groups working on the
Batemans Bay Bridge replacement project and
it went on to exceed state-wide employment
targets.

“The mentors improve what we are trying
to do with the ISLP. By keeping trainees on
the job, they become increasingly valuable
as workers and they keep increasing their
skills, so it’s good for them and it’s good
for us.”

Transport’s Stuart McKechnie worked closely with the
mentoring program’s key stakeholders.
Aboriginal Elders Mentoring Program - Batemans Bay Bridge replacement project

A pathway to experience and
expertise
One of the first barriers encountered by unskilled
people seeking work is their lack of experience.

The ISLP is a partnership between the NSW
Government and the construction industry that
involves the co-designing of strategies that
benefit the individual and local communities,
while supporting under-represented groups.

Justin McCarthy, Project Director,
John Holland Group.

12

ISLP and women in leadership

Sameeka and Dan Whittingham

The number of women in non-traditional roles who worked
on the Batemans Bay Bridge replacement project exceeded
state targets.*

Consulting with female Aboriginal Elders
supports more women getting into the
construction industry. It is also one of the aims of
the ISLP.
Trainee Sameeka Wighton is one example of
how beneficial the program can be. During
construction she displayed a keen interest in
protecting sacred Aboriginal sites and liaised
between the contractor and the LALC.
Sameeka said the program helped her develop
better leadership skills and improved her
confidence.
“I hope they saw me as a really good leader,
because that was one of my main goals.”

“That is good for local economies, because the
trainees are getting paid while they’re working.”
The ISLP connects with local communities
in order to connect job seekers with local
infrastructure projects.

The APiC investment in
Indigenous futures
Aboriginal Participation in Construction (APiC) is
a NSW Government policy that paired well with
the Aboriginal Elders Mentoring Program and the
goals of the ISLP.
APiC encourages the construction industry
to create opportunities for Aboriginal people,
Aboriginal owned businesses and Aboriginal
communities.
It applies to most construction contracts over $1
million.
The key requirement of APiC is that a minimum of
1.5% of the total contract value, minus exclusions,
is directed to Aboriginal employment, training
and goods and services.

*According to peak percentages reached during the project.
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Trainee profile
Bruce Albert
Local trainee and proud Walbunja man, Bruce
Albert has his late mother, Robyn Albert, to thank
for his involvement in the mentoring program.
As a member of the LALC’s Elder’s committee,
Robyn played a significant part in the program’s
initial discussions. As part of her legacy, she
wanted Bruce to make the most of his time on the
project.
He has done her proud by completing Certificate
II in Civil Construction and going on to pursue
further qualifications.
“When I worked on the bridge my child’s day-care
school had a picture of me at work on the wall. I
was the dad building the new bridge – that’s got
to be a highlight for any dad,” Bruce said.

“I made a commitment to my mum and I did
everything I could to see it through.”
Bruce Albert, trainee.

What we
accomplished

The success of the Batemans Bay Bridge
project, in terms of its contribution to the local
community and the opportunities it provided,
can be shown in quantifiable ways, as well as
through the inspiring stories of its participants.
Locals, trainees, females in male-dominated
roles, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people, under 25s and the long term unemployed
all contributed to this major construction
undertaking.
Janette Pritchard, Training and HR Advisor, John
Holland Group, said the leaders and mentors
connected to the program are proud that so
many of the trainees stayed on and got their first
certificate.

Insights from the program
Set realistic expectations
One important insight that emerged from the
mentoring program, for both mentors and the
leadership team, was the importance of setting
realistic expectations for the trainees.
Mentor and Elder Uncle Owen said he made it a
priority to communicate clearly and early with
any participants holding unrealistic goals.
“One person wanted to be a crane driver in 12
months, which is not possible,” he said.

“For trainees who have the energy and the drive,
they just need to be realistic. There are so many
different jobs and possibilities. We explained
to them that it’s not a job for life, it’s a stepping
stone to ongoing work.”

“There was no shortage of dreams and
some of them will get there over time.”
Uncle Owen Carriage,
Walbanja Elder and mentor.

“It doesn’t matter so much if some of the trainees
didn’t stay with us, because the experience and
the skills that they obtained means they are now
better equipped to find employment,” Janette
said.

“The self-esteem of the trainees picked
up and you could tell they were proud of
themselves for working on the bridge, their
families were too.”
Uncle Les Simon,
Walbanja Elder and mentor.
Walbanja Elder and mentor, Uncle Owen worked
closely with Janette throughout the mentoring
program, as well as being a source of knowledge
and support for the trainees. He said that just by
taking part, many of the participants had taken a
significant step in the right direction.
“That experience they have now, they can go
anywhere with that,” he said.

For trainee Bruce Albert, completing the mentoring program
was part of his late mother’s legacy.
The Transport for NSW Project Team for the Batemans Bay Bridge replacement project.
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The numbers
behind the
Batemans
Bay Bridge
replacement
project

50%

19%

16%

10%

of workforce comprised of people
aged under 25 1

of workforce comprised of
local workers 2

of workforce comprised of
Aboriginal employees *

of workforce comprised of women in
non-traditional roles *

“Working on the bridge can bring prestige
to trainees and their families. Other people
might see them in flash new cars and ask how
they got the car. The answer would often be
that it came from working on the bridge.”

“The bridge itself is now a part of the project’s
legacy - and so are the local people who
worked on the project.”

“I didn’t have a job before this, I’d
finished school and I used to sleep all day
sometimes, I had nothing to do.”

“One of the trainees would wear her
hi-vis gear around everywhere. This was her
first job and she wore it with pride.”

- Kylie Curran, Project Contract
Manager, Transport for NSW.

- Kalem Wighton, Walbanja man and
trainee, who completed Certificate I and II
in Civil Construction and secured
an apprenticeship.

- Janette Pritchard, Training and
HR Advisor, John Holland Group.

- Uncle Owen Carriage,
Walbanja Elder and mentor.

*Rounded up from 15.7%, based on peak
percentage reached during project.

10%

47%

of workforce comprised of
long term unemployed 2

of workforce comprised
of learning workers 2

“Instead of people feeling left out, asking
themselves how they can get hired without
experience, here they are a couple of years
later, with new skills and a part to play in the
local economy.”

“I was a bit undecided about the traineeship
at first, but then I looked at the big picture
and now I’m grateful I was given
that full-time opportunity.”

- Uncle Les,
Walbanja Elder and mentor.

- Trainee Malachy Leslie, who worked his
way through Certificates II and III during his
traineeship and is now an apprentice.

Batemans Bay Bridge replacement %
47%
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State target %
24%

Learning Workers
16%
10%

Aboriginal People

8%

Women in non-traditional trades/roles

19%

Long-term unemployed

3%
10%

Young people under 25 years
10%

1 Rounded up from 18.6%, based on peak percentage reached during project.
2 Peak percentage reached during project.

*Rounded up from 9.8%, based on peak
percentage reached during project.

5%

Batemans Bay Bridge replacement percentages in the table above indicate peak percentages reached during the project.
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Trainee profile
Ashbee Reid
Ashbee is one of the trainees that thrived
working on the Batemans Bay Bridge
replacement project.
“I now realise the large variety of work civil
construction offers and I’m committed to starting
a career in this industry,” Ashbee said. “My
traineeship has enabled me to start my new
career path and has given me a new purpose in
life. My young family has adjusted to my hours of
work, and evenings and weekends are now full of
quality time.”

“My kids are proud of me because I worked
on the biggest project in the Bay.”
Ashbee Reid.
Ashbee now has experience with concreting,
fencing, monitoring, environmental controls and
bridge construction.

Pathways to
opportunity

Business
owner

The chance to learn new skills and gain
experience was just a starting point for many of
the program’s trainees.
Throughout the process of working on the bridge
project, each participant gained an insight into the
career paths they would opt to take or what future
qualifications would best equip them to achieve
their goals.

Safety
Administration
Ofﬁcer

Supervisor

After completing the program, trainees were
equipped with Certificate I in Civil Construction.
They also possessed valuable experience
across a variety of skillsets, including formwork,
environmental controls, fencing and concreting.
Depending on what pathways they chose to
follow in terms of future experience and ongoing
qualifications, trainees could go on to advance
their career in construction, or move into other
areas, such as Public Administration and Safety.
Just three of the many possible pathways open to
graduates of the program are visually represented
on the facing page.

“When young people get a job, a
certificate, skills and experience they don’t
just succeed here, they can plan ahead,
they can see a future, with a path and paid
employment.”

Tradesperson
Certiﬁcate IV
Work Health
and Safety

Leading
hand /
foreman

Apprenticeship
(Certiﬁcate
II and III)

Plant
operator

Apprenticeship
(Certiﬁcate
II and III)

Switch to
Business Admin
traineeship
Construction

Certiﬁcate IV
in Business
Admin

Admin

Construction
labourer

Uncle Owen Carriage,
Walbanja Elder and mentor.

Traineeship
(Certiﬁcate I in
Civil Construction)

Trainees like Ashbee gained skills, confidence and valuable
experience.
18
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Insights from the program
Find the right people
Having been involved in mentoring programs
before, Jo Damcevski, a Senior Aboriginal
Engagement Specialist with Transport, was
impressed by the success of the program, and by
its people.
“You need to build a good team, including all
stakeholders, from Transport to the LALC, the
contractor and most of all the Elders,” she said.
“It’s about getting the right ingredients in
the mix.”
Jo found that the ability of the mentors to
connect with the trainees and effectively lead
and inspire them was the foundation on which the
program’s success was built.
“If you can keep the trainees on track, everyone
wins,” she said. “If you’ve got mentors that ‘get’
the trainees and where they’re coming from
and can also communicate effectively with the
contractor or training provider, you can really
facilitate good outcomes.”

The importance
of leadership

According to John Holland Group’s Project
Director, Justin McCarthy, the connection
between the program’s trainees and their
Aboriginal mentors created a unique and multilayered approach to leadership.
“All good managers are mentoring, in a way, but
the mentors were also someone known to the
trainees,” Justin said. “An Elder who is also a
mentor is not just a guide and advisor, they are
part of this place, part of their mob.”

Leader profile
Janette Pritchard, John Holland Group
It is not a difficult task to find people who are
ready to sing the praises of John Holland Group
Training and HR Advisor, Janette Pritchard. This
includes her boss, John Holland Group Project
Director, Justin McCarthy.
Justin said that Janette played a vital role on
the program, holding everything together, often
behind the scenes but also on the job.

“She did way more than I did,” he said. “Janette
managed everyone through COVID. She went out
on site to find trainees if there was a problem and
she liaised between stakeholders and trainees.
She made the difference.”

“Janette was passionate about the
program.”
Justin McCarthy,
John Holland Group Project Director.

“Some of these trainees would have walked
away without the support of their Elders
and mentors.”
Uncle Owen Carriage,
Walbanja Elder and mentor.

One of those mentors was Aboriginal Elder, Uncle
Owen, who worked closely with Janette Pritchard,
Training and HR Advisor, John Holland Group.
Uncle Owen believes the culturally sensitive and
inclusive leadership style used by the mentorship
program created an environment where trainees
were empowered to succeed.
“In the past, an ‘overseer’ type of manager could
even do damage, let alone not be supportive of
Aboriginal or otherwise marginalised workers,”
he said.
“The difference is that nowadays contractors put
support mechanisms like this program in place,
and make sure they have someone like Janette
doing a good job and being on side.”

Janette was committed to the success of the mentoring program.

Transport’s Jo Damcevski believes effective teamwork helped
the mentoring program succeed.
20
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Connecting to
culture

In the earliest stages of the program’s
inception, before the bridge location was
decided, stakeholders from Transport joined
Aboriginal Elders in a bridge walk-through.
“Looking out at the river with Uncle Les and
hearing about what it would have been like
when Aboriginal people fished from canoes
and enjoyed camping under the stars was so
inspiring,” Kylie said.
“After experiences like that, Transport staff
looked at the river in a different way, one that
included the local people and their history as well
as the job they had in front of them.”

Insights from the program
Be open to different approaches
Project Contract Manager for Transport, Kylie
Curran, who has previous experience working
with mentors on other projects, found the
approach of the Batemans Bay Aboriginal
mentors to be noticeably less formal.
“That formal style was not what our Aboriginal
mentors here wanted. They do it their own way,”
Kylie said.

“They are highly respected in their community,
so they didn’t need training to become mentors.
There also wasn’t a formal matching process,
and one of the benefits of that was how the
trainees naturally gravitated to the mentors they
connected with.”

“By being open to adjusting our approach
we allowed for a more organic process,
which was ultimately effective as well as
being inclusive.”
Kylie Curran,
Project Contract Manager,
Transport for NSW.

“We’ve all learned a lot about the cultural
heritage of the area…the ‘place’.”
Kylie Curran,
Project Contract Manager,
Transport for NSW.

From that point of inspiration and insight, the
program’s non-Aboriginal stakeholders were
open to learning more from the mentors about
cultural issues. This sometimes meant adapting
or finding innovative ways to communicate and
create an inclusive environment for trainees
– one that would give them the best chance to
succeed.

Aboriginal Elder leading a smoking ceremony.

Aboriginal Elder Uncle Allan Gill
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Mentor profile
Uncle Owen Carriage, Walbanja Elder
John Holland Group Project Director, Justin
McCarthy was happy to find a mentor like Uncle
Owen who was both respected in the local
community and experienced in construction
work.
“Uncle Owen’s background on the tools has been
very beneficial. He knows what it takes to work in
this industry,” Justin said.
“We worked together to tell trainees what
to expect, that they needed to get up early
and work long days - and he reinforced those
messages.”
Uncle Owen also modelled respect for others in
his role as a mentor. One trainee shared a story
about the day he overheard a derogatory term for
Asian people on the work site. He mentioned it to
Uncle Owen, who raised it with the site manager
and resolved the issue.

Overcoming
challenges

Like the broader South Coast community, the
Batemans Bay Bridge replacement project
had to contend with unexpected challenges
from 2019 onwards - notably the bushfires
and the Covid-19 pandemic - which both added
significant stress to people’s lives.
According to Project Contract Manager for
Transport, Kylie Curran, there were also personal
matters and events specific to the Aboriginal
community that made it a difficult period for
many.
“There were deaths in the local mob, which
affects everybody in the community, and there
were trainees who have struggled, like having
a family house burned down or having Sorry
Business,” Kylie said.
“In those cases, the mentors could reach out
and find out what was going on for the people
impacted. Then they would come back and give
the managers here some tips. More trainees who
were struggling were ultimately able to stay on
because of the supportive involvement of the
mentors.”
John Holland Group Project Director, Justin
McCarthy shared Kylie’s view of the mentors as
vital cultural intermediaries.

Insights from the program
Leave a legacy
With the bridge now complete, many of the
project’s stakeholders are keen to see how the
mentoring program can continue to add value to
the local community.
Project Contract Manager for Transport, Kylie
Curran said it remains important to keep involving
the Aboriginal community, in order to build on the
ongoing legacy of the project.
“One way of doing this is by consulting with them
to get more input into the foreshore design, to
get some more insight into how the overall area
could end up looking for the community,”
Kylie said.

“As part of the project’s legacy we want
to pass on this booklet, and another one
on Cultural Heritage stories, because the
Elders contributed a lot to both of them.”
Kylie Curran,
Project Contract Manager,
Transport for NSW.

“Sometimes you just don’t know what is going to
happen next or how someone is going to respond
and the mentors were able to help bridge the
gap between us, as the contractor, and the
trainees, who we wanted to support in a culturally
appropriate way,” he said.
Uncle Owen worked closely with John Holland Group’s
Training and HR Advisor, Janette Pritchard, throughout the
course of the mentoring program.
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“The project has had hard times.”
Kylie Curran,
Project Contract Manager,
Transport for NSW.

Aboriginal Elders Mentoring Program - Batemans Bay Bridge replacement project

Charlee Rush and Tanesha Dennis celebrate Aboriginal
culture at the Batemans Bay Bridge site.
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