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 Th is is what we’re trying to achieve at 
this point. I really want the people on that 
board to understand the powerful role they 
play in giving solid commercial feedback and 
really helping these students to deliver an 
exceptional outcome for the client.”.
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How FEC helped Port Pirie Regional Council 
to improve their local economy
When Port Pirie Regional Council wanted to 
support venture-based tourism, it faced a number 
of questions.

Are our ideas viable? Will they bring people 
into the region? Will the ideas actually deliver 
economic value, or are they a waste of money?

To answer the questions, they worked with Flinders Enterprise 
Consulting (FEC),  a powerful program delivered by the New 
Venture Institute. Th e results have been unexpectedly dynamic, 
rigorous models that have been used to support strong 
applications for federal funding. Th e most surprising thing about 
all of this is that the models were developed entirely by students.

What is Flinders Enterprise 
Consulting?

FEC brings students together to form their own ‘consultancy’ 
business to tackle a 12 week project. Th e project involves a real-
world situation, with a real project, and a real client, on a real 
timeline.
Flinders Enterprise Consulting plugs the gap left  behind by 
placements and case studies. Placements depend on employers to 
create good experiences, which they don’t always do. And case 
studies eff ectively use dead material. In contrast, FEC puts 
students in the role of consultants, working on real, live materials. 

Students in the FEC program work with real clients. Th ey grapple 

with intense challenges and opportunities - oft en simultaneously. 
It’s far from being cookie-cutter, case study-type work. 

When students come into the FEC program, th ey have to ask the 
right questions, make sure that they’re answering the right 
question. And they are going to be challenged to fi nd the right 
approach, because projects almost always shift  like sand. It 
challenges them like they haven’t been challenged before. ’Th e 
ones that stay in the program are actually quite brave,’ 
commented Pracademic Darren Oemcke. ‘We say to them: “You’re 
about to go on a hard journey. You’re literally about to learn the 
hard way. You’re going to get lost. You’re going to get excited. 
You’re going to get disappointed. Th is is going to be a stressful 
journey”.

But that pressure is designed to mimic real life industry, and it's 
what delivers such a high standard of results to participating 
companies and institutions.
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Th e structure of Flinders 
Enterprise Consulting is 
designed to support success

Th e FEC program has a well-defi ned structure, which has 
been developed in partnership between NVI, Pracademic 
Darren Oemcke, and Program Coordinator Bill 
Cinnamond, who form a dual teaching team. While it has 
origins in other programs, it’s since been adapted and 
changed so that it is a standalone program, whose equal 
is rarely seen in Australia.

Each project has a Project Executive, who provides guidance. Th e 
Executive is a business person with deep experience in the area 
into which each project falls. Th ese Executives are people whose 
skills are fully aligned with both the project and what they do at 
work every day. Th e Executives exists to ensure that the teams 
fully understand the nature of the businesses to which they 
consult, and help out if the students get stuck.
Th e FEC program also has an ‘advisory board’. Th e program itself is 
backed by major consulting fi rm PwC for rigour, and consultants 
from PwC comprise 50 per cent of the advisory board. Th e 
remaining 50 per cent comes from established entrepreneurs, 
businesses, business leaders and consultants who are chosen 
specifi cally because their specialty or background aligns with the 
project in question.

Twice during a 12-week project, students present to the advisory 
board, which provides feedback on the students’ presentations, 
direction, and recommendations. Th ey do this when projects are 
about 30 per cent complete, and again at 75 per cent.

’Th e advisory board can be quite harsh,’ commented Bill 
Cinnamond. ‘A lot of improvement is identifi ed and the students 

substantially improve aft er the session.’Darren agrees that the 
improvement is powerful, but disagrees that the board is too 
tough. ‘Th e board is very rigorous on presentation skills,’ Darren 
explained. ‘I don’t say that they’re tough. Th is is what we’re 
trying to achieve at this point. I really want the people on that 
board to understand the powerful role they play in giving solid 
commercial feedback and really helping these students to deliver 
an exceptional outcome for the client.’

Along the way, students are expected to present to their peers 
weekly, and students assess their peers’ contributions. It enables 
the teaching team to have a fi ne grasp of how each student is 
performing, how the teams are functioning, and whether or not 
they’re going to be able to deliver to the client. Such a structure 
allows for high levels of rigour, paired with strong support and 
guidance along the way.



’If you do some of this stuff  in the real world, you might lose your 
job, so you test it all here. Th at’s why we say: We are doing this 
because this is a safe environment. You might not like what we say, 
but it’s safe,’ Bill pointed out. ’Some of them take it to heart, but 
we have conversations with them. We encourage them to stand 
up, get back on the horse and do it again. And they do a fantastic 
job.‘

Students are expected to deliver 
real-world value
Just as the FEC program is designed for real-world work, so is its 
assessment. Students are marked in a way that's comparable to 
employee assessments. Th e teach ing team expects them to over-
deliver on value, and in almost every case, students rise to the 
occasion.

In fact, they’re so good that they are considered by the FEC team 
to be a competitive force in the market.

’Th e hours they put in are just extraordinary,’ Darren refl ected. ‘F or 
the types of projects that are in [my business’s] ring, it disturbs 
me, because they’re a competitor for me. Th e y’re a competitor for 
my business. And we judge them,’ he went on. ’If they don’t deliver 
what we could deliver for $10,000, they don’t pass. We ask, is this 
a $10,000 outcome? If it’s not, we tell them that they’re on track 
to fail.‘

Th is very d irect approach is intentional. Th e FE C program is 
designed to create a tough situation in a safe environment, so that 
students can test their approaches and learn from them without 
the risk. Giving students a safe environment is important, because 
the students’ innovative experiments and ideas can
be unorthodox.
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Port Pirie Regional Council partners with the 
Flinders Enterprise Consulting program

The Pirie Regional Council is a repeat customer of 
the Flinders Enterprise Consulting program. The 
council has seen enormous benefits as a result of 
its involvement. Two projects in particular have 
given Port Pirie Regional Council the strength 
to start supporting new industries to grow the 
region.

The Background
Port Pirie is a regional city in South Australia, with an unsavoury 
reputation as ’the lead smelting town’. A lead smelter does 
dominate the city, and the city’s population is largely employed by 
that one company. Port Pirie mainly exists because of the mining 
industry: Everything mined out of Broken Hill in the far west of 
New South Wales goes straight to Port Pirie to be either smelted 
or shipped out.

But what the city’s reputation doesn’t tell you is that the Pirie 
Region is a fantastic place to live and visit. It has a deep and 
fascinating history, as a result of the port’s establishment and 
growth. Port Pirie, as the regional centre, is close enough to 
Adelaide that you can travel down and back in a day. It has great 
services. It’s at the foot of the Southern Flinders Ranges, and is at 
the edge of some of the country’s best fishing and beaches. The 
drawback for the region is that, because it’s so close to Adelaide, 
it will never have commercial flights, andit will never attract a 
university.

This is why the opportunities for the Port Pirie Regional Council 
are in other areas. James Holyman, Director of Corporate & 
Community at the Port Pirie Regional Council, is enthusiastic about 
Port Pirie’s ability to form a regional hub, particularly for tourists.
’The fishing in the Upper Spencer Gulf is excellent, Kadina and 
Moonta are an hour away; Clare is an hour; Burra is an hour,’ he 
explained. ’So you can go to one place and cover a large range of 
tourism activities from the one location. You can land, and then do 
a lot of things.’ This is why venture-based tourism is an industry 
that the council is keen to develop.

How Port Pirie Regional Council 
found the Flinders Enterprise 
Consulting program
James was looking to build stronger ties with universities, and 
it was through his enquiries that he was referred to the New 
Venture Institute. The reason why he was seeking this connection 
is because academia gives councils greater access to skills,research 
and problem solving that they find hard to acquire. It also gives 
council employees access to development pathways that they 
wouldn’t have otherwise. When James was introduced to NVI, he 
soon learned about Flinders Enterprise Consulting. 

Soon afterwards, he brought two projects into the program. Each 
project was a feasibility study, for different types of trails.

How FEC students handled Port 
Pirie Regional Council’s two trail
projects
The two trails were quite different. One was a proposed bikeway 
between Port Pirie and Port Germein. The other was a proposed 
virtual reality-enhanced, self-drive “rail trail” along the historical 
mining trail. What Port Pirie Regional Council wanted to know was 
whether or not the projects were viable. It turned out that they 
were, but in vastly different forms from what was proposed. 

After Council set up a local briefing session for the two trails, which 
connected key stakeholders, including the Regional Development 
Authority, PIRSA, and the Department of Environment and Water, 
and the Council. The relationships established here benefited the 
students assessing the projects. James explained that part of the 
feasibility study was to examine costs, and another the return on 
investment. ‘What are you going to make in attracting people?’ 
James asked. ’What’s the value to the economy to make sure you’re 
getting a good return on investment?’ So how did the students 
approach the questions, and what were their outcomes?
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Trail 1: The Encounter Bikeway
The Encounter Bikeway was a proposed trail between Port Pirie 
and Port Germein. When the students heard
about it initially, they suggested that it sounded boring. ’The 
students said, “that won’t work”,’ Darren explained. ’And I 
told them to go out and prove that it won’t work. To test their 
hypothesis that this was a bad idea. So they did.‘

To determine whether or not the Encounter Bikeway was a smart 
idea, the students went out along theproposed trail, interviewing 
users and businesses. They:

• contacted bus tour operators with bike trails
• surveyed cyclists via Bike SA
• spoke with CEOs of organisations like Bike SA
• spoke to people who maintain and build trails for a living
• spoke to people who live along trails to understand their 

experiences, and other experts as applicable
• toured the region to gain first-hand experience
• studied other options, including glamping and its 

associated costs (which they did for both trails).

When they came back, they were able to prove that it was a bad 
idea. Instead, they proposed a downhill,
mountain-bike racing trail in the Flinders Ranges. The students 
were able to demonstrate why it was a
superior idea, in terms of economic activity, why it would bring 
people to the region, and why it was a good
match for existing activity in the region. ’They said, “This is what 
it would mean in terms of economic activity, and the kinds of 
things that people say about it, in terms of economic activity”,’ 
Darren recalled. ’Then they came back and said, “What you should 
consider is this.” And it was spot on! They came back and said, “it’s 
downhill mountain-bike racing, and this is why it’s big, and this is 
why it will bring people to the area, and this is what’s going on at 
the Council next door that it’s complementary with.‘

Trail 2: The VR Rail Trail, Railblazers
The Port Pirie Regional Council hosted the students who looked 
into the Railblazers trail, and funded them to travel the trail. The 
FEC students travelled to Port Pirie and toured the city, then went 
on up to Peterborough, where they watched the sound and light 
show at Steamtown (which shows the history of rail in South
Australia), before going on up to Broken Hill and Silverton.

While the Pirie Regional Council had wanted to use virtual reality 
on smartphones as a way of augmenting the experience, none of 
the students had mobile coverage. ‘It’s always interested when 
you bring city kids,’ James laughed. ’They have no mobile coverage, 
because they’re all with Optus: Optus has no coverage once you 
leave the city. But they came back with some good ideas, and more 
diverse ideas.‘ When they presented to the client on the rail trail, 
they found that some of the client’s team members had
simply assumed that anyone travelling in the country would be 
using a Telstra-connected mobile phone. Darren said that the 
students rose to the occasion. ‘

Everyone else in the room heard what this guy was saying, 
that they’re driving in the country, why aren’t they on Telstra. 
Somebody else stood up and said, “that is huge”,’ he explained. ‘The 
students identified themselves as a demographic. They told them 
that they can’t do it with virtual reality, but that there are some 
othertechnical solutions, and here’s how to get around it.’

Both projects delivered 
significant outcomes for Port 
Pirie Regional Council
James Holyman said that there have been no negative aspects 
of the Flinders Enterprise Consulting program, only positive. 

’The impact from projects like these is really significant, if we 
can switch them on,’ James said, referring to the next stage, 
beyond validation. ‘It’s just how we navigate through the political 
processes to get the funding to do it.‘

The outcomes that the students delivered were actionable reports. 
Each one clearly defined the next steps for the Council to take.
The reports have been at the centre of the Council’s conversations 
with politicians at both state and federal levels, in Pirie Council 
and in the Southern Flinders Ranges. The council has used the 
reports to demonstrate that the trails are viable, and they’ll 
continue to be used to develop the next stage of the work.

‘It’s been really useful in saying “the idea is good”, if you like,’ 
James explained. ’It has really helped to get some energy behind 
it. It’s also resulted in some great work from the Department for 
Environment and Water, because it’s their land that the trails will 
be on. We know it’s an option. Now we’ve got evidence to say that 
it’s quite viable.‘

The Railblazers report has also supported a grant application that 
went to Canberra. The submission included a business case and 
economic analysis, a marketing plan, an arts plan, and the Flinders 
Enterprise Consulting report.

Whether the application achieves an outcome isn’t entirely 
dependent on the quality of the report, however. As a multi-year, 
complex plan, it’s potentially a challenge for the existing, ‘cookie-
cutter’ funding model. ‘It’s an interesting project,’ James mused. ‘It 
involves two states, five Aboriginal nations, and 14 towns, so it’s
quite a diverse project,’ he pointed out. ‘The grant fund it’s gone 
into, it just doesn’t fit the funding model.‘
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What would Port Pirie Regional 
Council have done without FEC?
When asked this question, James Holyman paused to consider. 
Eventually, he admitted that he doesn’t know where they would 
have turned. ‘We did it on the smell of an oily rag,’ he explained. 
‘But now because we have all of this work, if we’re not successful 
in that grant, then we’ll leverage the documentation again.’ James 
went on, excited about the possibilities for extending the students’ 
model. ‘It’s a great example of what you can do for the economic
revitalisation of some struggling towns.‘

Port Pirie Regional Council is 
enthusiastic about the
Enterprise Consulting program
When James Holyman reflected on his experience with the FEC 
program, he was enthusiastic. ‘Get on board!’ he exclaimed, when 
asked what he’d tell other organisations about the program. ‘I 
think the experience, particularly supported by the professional 
consultants in the model, is worth it. And I’m only talking from the 
projects I’ve done,’ he enthused. ’We’ve actually translated every 
piece of work that we’ve got into something. It’s not a document 
that we’ve done that we say, “Oh well, we’ll let this sit on the 
shelf”.‘ The unexpected nature of the outcomes is one of the key 
things that James enjoyed about the experience of partnering 
with the New Venture Institute. ‘I didn’t mind how we got there,’ 
he said. ‘I probably even flexed the outcome if they came up with 
something better. But that’s why we brought in a third party to 
start with.‘ He pointed out that if Port Pirie Regional Council had 
worked with consultants, they wouldn’t have gotten the
same value and depth for the same spend.

And for the students, it’s a win-
win outcome
Students have been offered job placements as a result of the 
program, and in every case their feedback has been enthusiastic.
’They come out of the course saying, “I thought I was good because 
I was better than my peers. I was just comparing myself to the 
wrong mark”, Darren explained. ’After the course they have an 
understanding of how business works, where previously it was 
theoretical.‘ He went on to explain how students emerge out the 

other side of this remarkable program. Students come
back after job interviews, explaining how they’re not intimidated 
any more. They talk about how they understand customer 
problems in a real way. Students find themselves able to talk to 
customers properly, and can articulate the value that they provide 
to organisations. A byproduct of the program is that students 
are more employable after participating. ‘A number of the project 
executives have employed students after the course, because they 
see the talent and what they can do,’ Bill explained. ’Some of the 
clients do, too.’

James Holyman at Port Pirie Regional Council is one of them. While 
he has continued to work with some students who formed a small 
consortium, he hasn’t been successful in recruiting students as 
full-time employees. ‘I did ask them whether any of them want to 
come and work in Port Pirie,’ he laughed. ‘I don’t think any of them 
want to.‘

How your organisation can 
benefit from the Flinders
Enterprise Consulting program
The Port Pirie Regional Council is an example of a great client for 
the Flinders Enterprise Consulting Program. Their project briefs are 
specific, focused, and clear. ’Students can struggle with projects 
where the mx of drivers and barriers involved in the businesses’ 
projects are complex or poorly identified,’ explained Kathryn. 
‘Where Port Pirie has worked really well is that the projects 
they’ve brought across have been really well defined, and well 
constrained. They’ve been looking at business cases, which is 
why they’ve worked really well.‘ Darren and Bill agreed, adding 
that that Port Pirie Regional Council’s open mind and engaging 
perspective added to the success of their projects.

‘They know they’re getting a student team,’ said Darren, when 
reflecting on the Council’s involvement. ‘When you do that, you’re 
looking for an out-of-the-box answer, and some out-of-the-box 
thinking.’ ’They want to engage everybody,’ Bill added. ‘Very early 
on, they’ll come up with the idea, get some support, get some 
other people engaged, and bring them along to the meetings 
with the students. They say, “We’ve engaged these really smart 
university students to think about how our model is run, come 
along and listen to what they’ve got to say”. Getting buy-in is 
where Port Pirie adds value.‘
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REGISTER NOW!
To enquire about Flinders Enterprise Consulting as a business visit: nvifl inders.com.au/fec or 
phone (08) 8201 7943
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