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1.	 Background
The partnership between Rio Tinto and the MLFA began in 2006 
when Michael Leslie approached Rio Tinto with a proposal to 
become the founding partner for a performing arts program 
based in the Pilbara. Rio Tinto was impressed with Michael’s 
passion and sheer raw energy, his determination to make a 
difference in the Pilbara and to inspire community members to 
grow in confidence, self-respect and ability. 

Through the Program, the MLFA helps community members 
discover their personal and artistic potential while motivating 
students to stay at school and complete their studies. The 
Program has been developed in collaboration with schools 
and individual groups; producing quality dance and drama 
performances. The Program has a focus on all children and 
youth, but in particular Aboriginal students, to inspire them 
to overcome universal challenges such as low self-esteem, 
shame, shyness and embarrassment, poor body image, and a 
constant worry about what others think. 

In the past three years the pace has not slowed. The Program 
now incorporates a schools initiative which reaches over 600 
children per week across the Pilbara region with student 
numbers are expected to increase as new schools are added 
to the program. The sessions with Michael offer important 
life skills such as discipline. Additional benefits include 
empowering and encouraging participants to look beyond their 
immediate communities for external opportunities.

Business partner - Rio Tinto
Rio Tinto is a global mining company with twenty-five percent of its assets in 
Western Australia, including iron ore, salt, talc and diamonds. Rio Tinto recognises 
the need to develop sustainable long term partnerships with its community 
neighbours within Western Australia and directly invested $15 million in 
community projects in 2008. 

Arts partner - The Michael Leslie Foundation for the Arts 
In partnership with Rio Tinto, The Michael Leslie Foundation (MLFA) created the 
Pilbara Performing Arts Program (the Program) to help people in the Pilbara 
discover and express themselves in spirit, mind and body - through the Arts - and 
in the process develop invaluable life skills, self-acceptance and learning.

Through residencies, workshops and performing arts productions, the MLFA seeks 
out opportunities for young people and their communities in the Pilbara to reach 
their potential through creative expression, and in the process learn to rise above 
any barriers - real or perceived - as a community and as individuals.

Partnership background overview
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2.	 Principles underpinning the 
partnership

At first glance, the employment of an Aboriginal dancer in the 
resource industry seems quite surprising and even perplexing. 
However at a closer look it is apparent that the three key 
principles underlying the success of the partnership between 
the MLFA and Rio Tinto are consistent with both partners’ 
business strategies and goals.

An improvement in the lives of Pilbara people
Through the Program, the MLFA provides resources and 
creates opportunities to enrich the cultural life of the Pilbara 
and to promote the performing arts as a key component in 
the sustainable development for young people and their 
communities within the Pilbara.

Rio Tinto has made a similar commitment to the sustainable 
development of communities within the Pilbara. Since the 
company is operating in the region and on the land of the 
traditional owners, Rio Tinto has a responsibility to work with 
the local population in improving their socio-economic and 
cultural circumstances.

In providing these opportunities, the partnership has the 
potential to deliver significant social and economic benefits 
for the region including increased community participation, 
development and collaboration.

An increase in the school attendance rates of 
Pilbara youth, especially Aboriginal students 
A big barrier to the employment of Aboriginal people in the 
Pilbara is low literacy and numeracy skills. The program 
encourages students to stay in school, thereby improving 
their literacy and numeracy levels and contributing to positive 
employment outcomes post-school. Furthermore participation 
in the program hinges on students attending school. Both 
these factors are extremely important to Rio Tinto as they 
help to contribute to an increase in the number of work ready 
Aboriginal people in the Pilbara, which the company one day 
hopes to provide employment for. 

Inspire Pilbara youth to “think big” about their 
future and aspire them to improve their socio-
economic situation.
Rio Tinto and the MLFA share the same goals and beliefs that 
by providing performing arts resources and opportunities in 
the Pilbara region, young people and their communities can 
be empowered through the development of life skills, self-
acceptance and the value of learning. These attributes are vital 
to the ability to work and contribute to the sustainable future of 
the community. 

For both organisations these principals are extremely important 
to their social licence to operate. With support through Rio 
Tinto’s Pilbara Partnership Program and MLFA’s expertise these 
principals are being realised.

3.	 Objectives and Outcomes 

To enrich the lives of young people and their 
communities in the Pilbara through the 
performing arts
The objective of the partnership is to expose Pilbara youth 
to diverse art forms and activities including: acting, singing, 
dance, and creative writing in an attempt to improve their self-
esteem and school attendance. In addition, special pathways 
have been created to further interests and talents emerging 
from the program streams. The ultimate objective of the 
partnership is to motivate students to stay in school, which in 
turn will improve their socio-economic situation, self-esteem 
and self-worth. 

An example of the opportunities that have been created by 
the partnership was the 2008 Pilbara Rolling Spinifex Youth 
Arts Festival. As part of the Festival, the National Institute 
for Dramatic Arts (NIDA), the Western Australian Academy of 
Performing Arts (WAAPA), and the John Curtin College of the 
Arts presented information sessions to prospective students 
in Karratha.

As a result, four students won places at WAAPA and John 
Curtin College for the Arts, for which competition is fierce. This 
outcome is amazing given the remoteness of Pilbara towns. It 
illustrates that Pilbara youth do not lack the capacity to excel, 
just the opportunity. Both Rio Tinto and the MLFA want to 
provide this opportunity and the partnership has proven to do so.

Response to selection criteria
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To promote the performing arts as a key 
component in the sustainable development of 
communities in the Pilbara
Creating pathways for students and people in the Pilbara to 
pursue or further their interests and talents in the performing 
arts is a key component of the partnership. In providing these 
opportunities, the partnership’s program has the potential to 
deliver significant social and economic benefits for the region 
including increased community participation, development 
and collaboration.

Rio Tinto’s support for Michael’s program has also been 
leveraged to obtain additional support from government, 
corporate and philanthropic sectors.

Partnership outcomes
Over the past three years the partnership between Rio Tinto 
and the MLFA has brought to the Pilbara an extensive range of 
opportunities for local communities. 

Year One (2007)
•	 National Institute of the Dramatic Arts (NIDA) and National 

Institute of Circus Arts (NICA) three-week residency 
programs, funded by Rio Tinto Aboriginal Fund

•	 Collaborative theatre production ‘I Have Something to 
Tell You’ with youth from the Pilbara working with NIDA 
facilitators funded by Country Arts WA

•	 Barking Gecko two-week residency and commissioning of the 
play ‘Sharpays Song’, incorporating professionally-led drama 
classes for the Yirramugardu Majik Binbila Dance Group 
(Roebourne Primary School)

•	 Spare Parts Puppet Theatre residency in the Pilbara and in-
kind support for the Million Puppet Project

Year Two (2008)
•	 Rolling Spinifex Youth Arts Festival – a week long major event 
in the Pilbara featuring a  Barking Gecko theatre production 
of ‘Run Kitty Run’

•	 John Curtin College of the Arts dance production ’One Step 
Forward Left Behind’

•	 Roebourne FX Girls Fashion Parade 

•	 Workshops in Musical Theatre, Dance, Acting and  
Creative Writing

•	 Production of ‘Sharpays Song’ for Yirramugardu Majik Binbila 
with professional director Jilli Romanis

•	 Three Trees Performance Project by award-winning 
writer/dramaturge Dickon Oxenburgh to adapt local tales 
and stories into live performances utilising locations of 
community significance as the backdrop – research phase

•	 Audition tours to the Pilbara by NIDA and WAAPA, including 
funding for professional tutor to work with local youth to 
prepare their audition pieces. This offered an extremely rare 
opportunity for the participants, all Aboriginal, to be exposed 
to professional training and preparation for this highly 
selective auditioning process

•	 Two-week residency by Ausdance WA to conduct dance 
workshops at primary schools in Roebourne, Wickham, 
Tambrey, Millers Well, Pegs Creek and Karratha 

•	 Choreographer Brooke Leader and selected youth from 
the Pilbara for the “One Step Forward, Left Behind” for the 
National Youth Dance Conference in Mandurah April 2009

•	 Primary Extension and Challenge Program (PEAC) in dance 
at Tambrey, Karratha, Millers Well, Pegs Creek and Dampier 
primary schools working with Year Five students

•	 Yirramugardu Majik Binbila week long Performances at the 
Rio Tinto Building in Perth November. Other performers 
included John Curtin College of the Arts, WAAPA

Year Three (2009)
Upcoming and potential projects for this year include:

•	 Yirramugardu Majik Binbila dance group invited to perform  
at the National Youth Dance Conference in Mandurah,  
April 2009

•	 Pilbara Rolling Spinifex Youth Arts Festival, July 6 – 10 

•	 Three Trees Project storytelling production involving visiting 
professional and local community performers in Roebourne 
(pending funding approval), September 2009

•	 Singing Workshops conducted by Annie Neale from WAAPA

•	 Drama Workshops conducted by NIDA

•	 Musical Theatre Workshops conducted by WAAPA

•	 Visiting fellow (Nitestar USA) – group devised workshops on 
youth health issues throughout regional and metro WA

•	 National and international cultural exchanges for the 
Yirramugardu Majik Binbila dance group to perform at Youth 
Arts Festivals around Australia

•	 Metal+Muscle – a Barking Gecko co-production dealing with 
Pilbara youth’s issues of isolation, identity and maturity in a 
regional/remote area
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4.	 The value of the relationship for 
each partner

Achieving financial and operational benefits 
Since 2006, Rio Tinto has contributed approximately $900,000 
to the partnership. As a part of its commitment to the Pilbara 
community, Rio Tinto funds Michael Leslie’s salary and 
contributes a large proportion of his operating costs. The MLFA 
use this funding to leverage additional support from the WA 
Department of Culture and The Arts, the Australia Council and 
Country Arts WA.

In return, the community leverage of the MLFA Program 
provides Rio Tinto a very cost-effective tool in the sustainable 
development of its relationship with its Pilbara neighbours. 

Access
Through the partnership the Pilbara communities have had 
access to over 20 major arts initiatives including festivals, 
workshops, audition tours, theatre and dance residencies and 
production, providing vital access to the performing arts not 
possible prior to the partnership. Through these performing 
arts activities horizons are broadened, life skills learnt and rare 
opportunities to realize dreams have come about.

In turn, Rio Tinto has received access to Indigenous arts and 
community based organisations throughout the Pilbara and 
through its schools program the partnership has been able 
to promote Rio Tinto’s activities in the community in a very 
positive light.

The partnership is helping to define the Pilbara cultural 
landscape, through which the families of Rio Tinto employees 
also directly benefit.

Supporting young people and their 
communities
The partnership provide new pathways for students and young 
people in the Pilbara to pursue or further their interests and 
talents in the performing arts, resulting in improved school 
attendance and ongoing opportunities.

As previously stated, a big barrier to employment of Aboriginal 
people in the Pilbara is low literacy and numeracy skills. The 
partnership encourages students to stay in school, thereby 
improving their literacy and numeracy levels and contributing 
to positive employment outcomes post-school.

5. 	Management of the partnership
Both Rio Tinto and the MLFA are subject to the procedure 
and strictures of corporate governance as they relate to their 
specific structures and circumstances. Through the appropriate 
corporate channels, Rio Tinto and the MLFA regularly brief each 
other of their activities and progress.

Rio Tinto is the founding partner of the Program and as stated 
previously, provides certain logistical and infrastructure support 
including Michael’s salary through its Community Development 
arm. The MLFA is accountable to Rio Tinto in producing the 
Michael Leslie Pilbara Performing Arts Program and must 
provide interim and annual reporting on its activities.

These processes and regular meetings help ensure the 
objectives of the partnership are achieved and the direction 
of the partnership remains focused and tailored to the 
Pilbara community. 
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6.	 Evaluation or measurement

Quantitative and qualitative evaluation tools 
are used to evaluate the program. 
Quantitative data is collected by examining school 
attendance and retention of participants in the program. This 
figure is then compared to non-participants and whether 
their school attendance is increased through participating 
in the program. Data cannot be quoted as the research is 
longitudinal and the Foundation and educational authorities 
are in the process of compiling. 

Qualitative outcomes are evaluated using a combination 
of community feedback, peer assessment and personal 
reflection. The participants engage in critical self-reflection 
on the successes and challenges created by the development 
process workshop and use this as a catalyst for further action. 
Anecdotal evidence is also collected as there are many 
examples of particular students excelling beyond expectation 
and these examples must be celebrated.

An example of a quantitative outcome of the Program relating 
to training facilitated by the MLFA is:

In 2008 15 students auditioned for places in elite training 
institutions. Four students were offered and accepted these 
positions:

•	 One place in the musical theatre course at WAAPA in 2009

•	 Two places in the drama course at WAAPA in 2009

•	 One place at the John Curtin College for the Arts in 2010

In addition, one student won a scholarship for a 3-month 
internment with Bell Shakespeare Theatre Company in New 
South Wales.

Michael Leslie also won the 2008 AusDance West Australian 
Dance Awards for outstanding achievement in regional 
and community dance which honours the outstanding 
achievements by an individual, company or organisation in the 
fields of regional or community dance.

Please see attached letters of support for further information.

7.      Partnership impact
The following testimonials provide a snapshot of the success 
of the Program. They illustrate that the partnership has been 
extremely successful in achieving its objectives by bringing a 
quality performing arts program to the Pilbara.

Testimonials
“Michael’s program is fast becoming a success story in our 
community. As a role model, his performance workshops 
inspire and instill self confidence in kids.”      

Jill Churnside,   
Chairperson Ngarluma Aboriginal Corporation 

“I was 17 when I met Michael. With his guidance and 
mentorship I began a new path in life I thought I could only 
ever dream of. It feels like I was given a second chance. Michael 
Leslie changed my life.” 

Amy Hammond, Michael Leslie student and WAAPA graduate 

“When the students heard Michael would be running an 
optional dance group, they clearly remembered him ...”the cool 
dance dude - he’s really good”… they were keen to nominate 
for the session even though it runs through their lunch time!” 

Lyn Mascauley  
Principal, Tom Price Primary School 

“No-one can question Michael’s talent and experience, but 
what makes him very special is his ability to ‘connect’ with 
students, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous .... Michael’s 
impact on the students, the school community and town itself 
cannot be quantified... he has been about far more than just 
the dance itself.” 

Debbie Douglass  
Project Coordinator, Garnjurri Mirnumurri Ngurr-Unga Tom 
Price Enrichment Centre

See attached letters of support for further evidence of 
partnership impact.

See appendices for supporting 
partnership communication materials, 
including:
•	 Media coverage

•	 Letters of Support
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Appendices

Media coverage
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19 April 2009, Pilbara Echo



A partnership between Michael Leslie Foundation for the Performing Arts and Rio Tinto 

11May 2009

19 April 2009, Pilbara Echo
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19 April 2009, Pilbara Echo
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Letters of Support
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Event/Project Report 

 

Event/Project: 
National Youth Dance Conference 
Mandurah 

Date: 
12 April – 19 April 2009 

Contact: 
Shannara Smith 
9366 5526 

Background: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Rio Tinto is a founding partner of the Michael Leslie Pilbara Performing Arts 
Program. As part of this sponsorship, Michael Leslie arranged for 10 students to 
travel to Perth to participate in the National Youth Dance Conference in Mandurah.  

Venue: 
 

Fishtrap Theatre Mandurah and other Venues 

Attendance: 
 

10 students from the Pilbara 
6 boys from Tom Price 4 girls from Roebourne 
 
200 students attended the Conference nationally and internationally 
 

Notes/Comments: 
 
 

 Total Cost: 
o Rio Tinto Contribution: $8,543.70 
o Grant Australian Foundation for Young People: $4,235.00 

 
 
The conference consisted of 5 days of classes, two nights of performances on 
Wednesday and Friday night and a final performance day on the Saturday. 
The week day classes involved 

 9.00-10.00 yoga class 
 10.30-12.00  techniques class 
 13.00-17.00 3 choreographers with 60 students in each group each 

choreographed a dance piece which was performed on the Saturday of 
the Conference on the Mandurah foreshore. In one of the three groups 
Roddy Hughes from Tom Price was the main performer, an honour that 
only three students of the 200 that participated were given 

 
The Tom Price students opened the performance night on the Friday, fol lowed by the 
students from Roebourne.  
 
Overall the event was a great success and the students from the Pilbara were well 
received, doing their community proud. Many noticed the students grew immensely 
over the week in Perth, never complaining with two students in particular showing 
leadership potentia l.  
 
Attendance at the Conference also helped to improve the students’ self-esteem, as 
was il lustrated by the intensity of their performances during the week, there was no 
shame.  
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