Blazing trails for women in the shearing industry
Case Study 
garinga djimbayang 
Dede Atkinson: shearer, rouseabout and trainee wool classer 
Desrae ‘Dede’ Atkinson grew up around the shearing sheds in the family business that was run by her beloved pop. She dreamed of learning the trade, but says “Back in the old days, women weren’t really that welcome in the sheds.” 
Today, Dede is one of the growing number of women finding rewarding careers in the shearing industry. She is proud to be the first woman in her family to take up the shears, and hopes to inspire more mob to give it a go – Blak women in particular.
Going where the work is and working on Country
 Dede is a proud Yorta Yorta and Wilthica woman from the Bangerang tribe in Echuca, Victoria. She works as both a rouseabout and shearer with Atkinson Shearing, a family business now run by her cousin, Noelly Atkinson. Alongside her shearing work, Dede is completing her qualifications as a wool classer through Australian Wool Innovation. She is also a devoted mother to her 13-year-old child and continues to honour her strong cultural ties to Wollithica Yorta Yorta country (Bangerang country). “When you’re a shearer, you go to where the work is. So, we travel a lot. We work and camp out on our Country and other tribes’ Country as well. My favourite is when we come up from Victoria, and the dirt just gets redder and redder as you get up north.” 
Challenging gender roles 
After finishing school, Dede worked at a local abattoir where women weren’t considered for certain jobs. “Women weren’t allowed to learn how to do the high pull on the kill floor. But I proved them wrong. Before the shift started, I’d go up there and just watch and learn until I got it. The supervisor finally gave me a run, and I already knew how to do it.” 
Dede says she likes “having a little challenge and putting my mind to anything.” She found her next challenge in civil construction. “Now I can operate all heavy machinery and got all my Cert III, spotter, electrical tickets and stuff like that.” 
Starting as a rouseabout 
It was Dede’s love for family, hard work and travel that drew her back to work as a rouseabout with Atkinson Shearing. 
Rouseabouts are responsible for clearing the fleece off the floor when the sheep is shorn. On the sorting table, the fleece is ‘skirted’ by other rousies – removing unwanted debris, burrs and dirt, and other ‘junk’ wool to prepare the wool for classing. 
Learning to dance with the sheep 
Dede had her first experience of shearing when she worked as a rouseabout during the school holidays.
Under the watchful supervision of her brothers, cousins or uncles, Dede got the opportunity to try her hand at shearing. “When they were just about to finish, they would save the last leg for me, so I could get a feel of the hand piece. Over time, I always kept doing that last leg.” 
Dede’s persistence paid off and as soon as she could, she attended a two week shearing course, learning about different parts of the sheep and their fleece each day. “At the end of two weeks, we put it all together like a puzzle,” Dede explains. “Most people think you are holding the sheep down, but you’re tucking your feet in to make the sheep more comfortable, so it doesn’t kick or play up. When you know how to dance with the sheep, it’s pretty sweet. Shearing’s an art.” 
Physically and mentally demanding work 
Shearing is hard work, Dede admits, and the sheds can be hot in summer and cold in winter. “My body went through absolute hell learning how to shear and adapting to staying in the one position all day.”
But as Dede likes staying fit and working hard, she’s up for the challenge. She credits her time playing AFL at the end of her school years as shaping her discipline. Winning the state championships in 2013 saw Dede picked for Australia’s first ever all Indigenous women’s team, the Woomeras. Another trail-blazing first for Dede! 
How to get started in the sheds 
By undertaking formal training in wool classing and shearing, and with her experience as a rouseabout, Dede can fill any role in the team but says she never stops learning. “The more you’re in the sheds, the more you’ll pick up.” She says getting in as a rouseabout is a great place to start. “Ring a shearing contractor and say, hey, I want to learn how to do this. Give it a go. And if you love it, you love it.” 
In the years ahead, Dede sees herself “working with my boy in the sheds, passing on the family tradition to our younger mob. And encouraging more mob, more women and especially more Blak women in the sheds.”
“Most people think you are holding the sheep down, but you’re tucking your feet in to make the sheep more comfortable so it doesn’t kick or play up. When you know how to dance with the sheep, it’s pretty sweet. Shearing’s an art.”

For more about Atkinson Shearing, visit Atkinson Shearing on Facebook, or for details about working as a shearer, visit Shearer and Woolhandling Training Inc at swti.edu.au 
For more about First Nations peoples’ connection to agriculture, visit agriculture.vic.gov.au/garinga-djimbayang
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