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CHAIR —I am pleased to declare open the first public hearing to be held in
Queensland during the inquiry into working holiday visas by the Joint Standing Committee
on Migration. This is the first major public inquiry into Australia’s working holiday
program which has been in existence since 1975.

This inquiry provides an important opportunity for the Australian public to have its
say on a program which has become of increasing significance to Australia. Working
holiday visas enable young people to enjoy an extended holiday in Australia and to
supplement their funds by incidental work.At the same time the reciprocal nature of the
scheme provides the opportunity for young Australians to holiday and work overseas.

During this inquiry we will consider the operation of the scheme and how it might
best operate in the future. The committee is mindful that there are positive and negative
aspects to the present scheme. We are aware that the scheme offers benefits to Australians
who have contact with young travellers from other countries. Also, the reciprocal working
holiday visa arrangements Australia has with other countries offer benefits to our young
people who travel and work overseas. However, as part of our inquiry we intend to ensure
that any changes to the Australian program take into account the impact on job prospects
of young Australians.

Over the next few months as we conduct public hearings in cities and regional
centres around Australia we will be hearing from many of those people and organisations
who have made submissions to the inquiry. During the next two days in Brisbane and
Townsville we will be hearing from various individuals and groups who have a special
interest in the program, particularly through the tourism and horticulture industries.

Before commencing with our first witness, | remind everyone that these are
proceedings of the parliament and warrant the same respect which proceedings in the
parliament deserve. This committee does not require witnesses to swear an oath or
affirmation, but this does not diminish the importance of these hearings. | am now pleased
to call the representative of VIP Backpackers Resorts.
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BLANCH, Ms Janis, Manager, VIP Backpackers Resorts of Australia Pty Ltd, 13
Walter Street, Murarrie, Queensland

CHAIR —Thank you for your submission to the inquiry. | now invite you to make
a brief opening statement before the committee proceeds to questions. If you want to rely
on your submission that is fine, but if you want to add to it or make some other comments
it is up to you.

Ms Blanch—I just have an opening statement. | am here to provide information as
to why the company and therefore the hostels believe that the government should not
place a cap on the working holiday visa. It is evident from my detailed interaction with
the hostels and owners and managers that the impact of holiday-makers from overseas is
limited with respect to the overall job vacancies in given areas. The main jobs that
backpackers require are short term and unskilled labour in local areas and often within
walking distance of the hostel. In many cases the hostel owners themselves employ their
guests for various short-term tasks. The above points have all been explained in detail in
the original submission to the committee. You have before you a folder with a brief
overview of our organisation, and | will be happy to answer any questions that you have
for me.

CHAIR —Thank you very much for that. | will put that straight to the committee.

Senator McKIERNAN —Your submission, together with a number of other
submissions, to my view fails to draw a distinction between a working holiday-maker and
a backpacker.

Ms Blanch—Drawing a complete distinction?

Senator McCKIERNAN —A working holiday-maker may be a backpacker, but a
backpacker is not necessarily a working holiday-maker.

Ms Blanch—That is exactly right.

Senator MCKIERNAN —I did not think that that distinction was drawn clearly
enough in your submission. For example, you talk about working holiday-makers being
able to work in the hotels in which they are staying. Are you talking about backpackers
being able to work in hotels?

Ms Blanch—Specifically we would be talking about the backpackers, yes, because
it is backpackers that stay in our hostels.

Senator MCKIERNAN —Where | am coming from on this, | see working holiday-
maker visas being a very privileged visa, not only for people coming into Australia but
also for Australians going to other places. It gives them the ability to work in another
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country. A backpacker or a tourist does not have that privilege.
Ms Blanch—I'm sorry; | don’t understand where you are coming from.

Senator McKIERNAN —I haven'’t got the figures now but, as | recall it, some 20
per cent of the backpackers that come to Australia are working holiday-makers. It means
80 per cent of the backpackers that come here are not allowed to work legally.

Ms Blanch—That is right.

Senator McCKIERNAN —AnNd that is where | think there is no distinction in your
submission between a working holiday-maker, a very privileged individual, and a
backpacker, a person who comes in just for tourist reasons or for holiday reasons. Do you
ever draw that distinction between them?

Ms Blanch—Do we draw a distinction between the people that stay with us as
backpackers and the people that are working holiday-makers that stay with us?

Senator McKIERNAN —Yes.
Ms Blanch—I am sorry; | can’t answer that.

CHAIR —In the VIP Backpackers Resorts’ submission, there is the comment that
some backpackers will only come to Australia if they can obtain a working visa.

Ms Blanch—Exactly.

CHAIR —In your experience of the people you are aware of, what proportion
would you think came on the basis that they were working holiday-makers, and what per
cent would be simply backpackers who had no intention to work?

Ms Blanch—It would be about 40 per cent of backpackers intending to work.
They want to work; they would like to obtain work visas before they come into Australia.

CHAIR —One of the problems that we have found is that young people say that
the working holiday-makers, especially in Queensland and in the tourist industry, are
taking jobs away from local people. Do you have any feelings about that at all, or any
knowledge about that?

Ms Blanch—I think | have covered that in the submission. | think if we look at
the local people themselves, we have spoken to the local people wishing to employ—and
our backpacking hostels work fairly closely with those people, especially in the Bowen
area—I think it is 80 per cent of the backpackers gain work in that local area because
there are not enough locals to provide the work for the picking of grapes or whatever they

MIGRATION



Thursday, 26 September 1996 JOINT M 209

are doing in that local area.
CHAIR —That is in the horticultural area. What about the tourist area?

Ms Blanch—As far as Airlie Beach, for instance, which is a good one, where a lot
of people go to stay and work, most locals are employed, but there are times when the
season is very busy that they do tend to back up with the working holiday-maker. And the
people themselves in small businesses have jobs, whereby there is not enough local people
wanting to work for one or two days at a time as the demand requires.

CHAIR —Have you yourself noticed any hostility in any of the local areas towards
the working holiday-makers? Has anybody, just in casual conversation, raised it with you
that they have prevented their own children or their friends from getting a job?

Ms Blanch—No, not to me and not personally, and | have travelled through quite
a lot of the areas where our backpacking hostels are. No.

CHAIR —Senator McKiernan, could you take over the chair? Thank you.

Ms GAMBARO —In your submission you spoke about the visa area. Can you just
expand for us what you mean by saying that there should be emphasis on issuing visas
and they should be placed on the department giving the visa? Also, and | have read it in
another submission, you mentioned that working holiday-makers should arrive in Australia
with a certain amount of funds. Is that causing problems as well because, | think in
another submission, the same suggestion was made. At the time of applying for the visa,
they state they have certain numbers of funds, but when they come into the country, that
is certainly not the case.

Ms Blanch—That is right. We have several agents in Sydney who look after what
is called meet and greet programs. The meet and greet programs are where the backpacker
lands in Australia with a pre-paid night, and the organisation meets and greets them at the
airport and brings them in, and then organises jobs for them on arrival.

The biggest emphasis there is that there is a prerequisite and before they are
granted their visa they must have certain funds to sustain them when they arrive. They
may have those funds when they are leaving or they may have those funds prior to
leaving, but then expend those funds before they do leave. When they land here in
Australia they have significantly less funds than what they had before they left. When they
arrive here we have no mechanism in place whereby we re-check what funds they still
have in the bank. In certain instances that puts the backpacker under certain pressure to
gain immediate work. Thereby they are quite forceful in the way they look for jobs and it
could put them in a position of taking a job for a significant less wage than what normally
one of our people would.
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Ms GAMBARO —Does that happen in a lot of cases?

Ms Blanch—It does happen in quite a lot of cases, yes.

Mr MARTIN —Are people aware that that is the case and take advantage of that?
Ms Blanch—Yes, in certain cases an employer would take advantage of that.

Mr MARTIN —It is a source of cheap labour for some employers.

Ms Blanch—Yes.

Mr MARTIN —Backpackers and others who arrive in Australia with working
holiday visas have indicated in their declaration before coming to get their visa that they
have got a certain level of income. When they arrive they do not have that income and
therefore they are susceptible to taking a job just to sustain themselves. Employers know
that and as a consequence get cheap labour, is that right?

Ms Blanch—Yes. | see that as being the case and that is where the government
had let itself down. The visa is a good idea, but you must follow it all the way through to
landing here in Australia as well. You have no mechanism.

Senator TROETH—How did you get over that particular problem of working
holiday-makers being able to be exploited, which is what is being suggested?

Ms Blanch—There must be a prerequisite for them to have the money in the bank
in Australia. For instance, | have one large world travellers’ network which provides a lot
of backpackers coming into Australia from Holland. They actually make the backpacker
deposit funds in a bank account so that, if they do land in Australia and they do get into
trouble, they then have funds that they can draw on while here in Australia. That is a
prerequisite for part of their travelling within their group.

Mr MARTIN —Do you know if the reverse situation occurs with young Australian
holiday-makers who have obtained working holiday visas for overseas countries? Do they
have to prove in the country of destination that they have the actual funds in an account
before they arrive?

Ms Blanch—I am sorry, | cannot answer that question with authority and full
knowledge. | can only say | believe that going into the United States that is the case. You
must have sufficient funds to buy your ticket home or you must have a ticket to go home
with. But | cannot answer that. | can come back to you on that if you like.

Ms GAMBARO —Can | just add to the questioning on this vein? With the
exploitation of workers for less than the award wages, do many of them come back to you
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and complain about the conditions that they have been working under and does that leave
them a poor impression of this country?

Ms Blanch—In certain instances the association has received letters from
backpackers who have been badly treated out in the environment where they have been
working and staying, yes.

Ms GAMBARO —What further action do you take as an association? Do you
report?

Ms Blanch—As an association we respond to the person who has written to us, we
then send that complaint on to the hostel. We take the matter up with the hostel if they are
a member of our association. We find in lots of cases that the backpackers have no
general place to write to. There is no board, backpacking board or complaint tribunal, so
they look at us as being an avenue. It may not necessarily be one of our hostels and in
that case we have very little jurisdiction to do anything about the situation.

Ms GAMBARO —So it could either be a hostel or what industries are some of
those complaints coming from? Is it from fruit growing areas?

Ms Blanch—No, mostly in the Sydney and city areas.
Ms GAMBARO —In restaurant industries? Can you give us a few examples?

Ms Blanch—Mostly within our own hostels, believe it or not, and also within the
local shops, activity centres and the like which do tend to employ the backpacker.

Mr MARTIN —Are language skills important to some of these people in getting
jobs? Is that something which appeals to some employers in Australia?

Ms Blanch—No, not necessarily so. Most employers find that the European people
are very hard workers, as with the Japanese and the Canadians. So they are very interested
to employ them, because they also bring skills into the industry as well.

Mr MARTIN —From your experience, what is the profile of the working holiday
visa holder? What is the profile of the young people who come into this country for a year
or so, want to work and want to also explore Australia?

Ms Blanch—The person themselves?

Mr MARTIN —Yes.

Ms Blanch—Mostly they are highly educated, in between doing a degree and
going on to the workplace or have attained their degree and worked for 12 months. They
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are wanting to experience something of life and get a broader expectation of what the
world has to offer. They use the visa to explore this country, not to work and make
money. The main aim is—if they have funds in the bank which they usually keep—if they
land in an area, they would like to do all the activities in the area, experience everything
that happens there and get to know the local people.

They try to gain some short-term employment to subsidise all the tours that they
will take, for instance, to Yeppoon. They might want to go over to Great Keppel. They
might want to go deep-sea diving. They might want to go bungee jumping. They might
want to go skydiving. All of those things are expensive. They all belong to local people
and local areas. So they stay in the hostel and try to gain any sort of work. They will
clean toilets. They are quite happy to clean toilets for two days or three days if it is going
to earn them $30 so they can go and do their bungee jump or they can go and do their
skydiving. They expend it in that area, then they have their funds still in the bank and
they move on to the next area.

Mr MARTIN —Do these people have any expectations of what Australia is like
before they arrive? Are they people who try to gain an insight and develop some
expectations about our country through talking to tourist organisations or talking to
backpack organisations overseas before they arrive? On the basis of some factual
information, do they then determine where they will go or is it just a matter of chance?

Ms Blanch—Fifty:fifty, | would say on that question. Fifty per cent of them would
like to know exactly what is available in every area before they land here. They program
themselves to take in all of those attractions and see all of Australia. The other 50 per cent
say, ‘I'm buying an airline ticket and I'm landing in Sydney and where the wind takes me,
is where | will go.” It just depends on each person’s nature as to which way they develop.

Senator TROETH—When you say that the backpackers or the holiday-makers
will take any sort of job such as cleaning toilets, in the sorts of places where they get
those jobs, what would the owners do if the backpacker or holiday-maker had enough
money in the bank—as we suggested earlier—and did not need to take the job? Where
would that source of labour come from?

Ms Blanch—I am sorry, | could not answer that question. Probably from the local
people that were not travelling around.

Senator TROETH—Therefore in your experience, are the local people
unemployed because the backpacker or holiday-maker is given the job?

Ms Blanch—In my honest opinion, | do not think so. No. | think it is a perception
thing. If the local was able to have the job, they would take it. The local employers have
always stated that if they want local people, they will employ local people first and they
will employ the WHMs second.
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Senator TROETH—But they do not have a definite policy as far as that?
Ms Blanch—No, they do not have a definite policy.

Mr MARTIN —What about people who take longer than just a couple of days
work here and there? For example, people who come to Australia, decide that they want to
stay in one particular area for a longer period of time and to supplement their ability to do
so they take a job. Do those people have certain requirements on them? For example, | am
thinking in terms of having a tax file number, having to have themselves registered so that
they are actually going to be paying some tax on their work, employment declaration
forms and the sorts of things that people normally have to do in Australia if they are
applying for a job. Do those sorts of things apply to these people?

Ms Blanch—In the experience | have had, very few of them do that. Most of them
come here on a 20-week to 50-week holiday, and staying for any more than one or two
months in any area is not their objective. There is also the fact that they are aware that
they are only able to work for three months for any one particular company. They are
aware of that. They seem to be aware of all the criteria that we set down, so they do
know. Very few people | know of, or have had experience with over the two years, have
ever stayed and worked any longer than one or two days, a week, maybe, at the most.

Mr MARTIN —And most of the jobs that those people take would be cash in
hand?

Ms Blanch—It depends on the employer as to how they are employing them. They
must always show their working holiday visa. | cannot answer, from the employer’s point
of view, how they actually pay them.

Mr MARTIN —But from an employer’s point of view, and the backpacker
themselves, the most advantageous way to get recompensed for a couple of days’ work
would be cash in hand.

Ms Blanch—Yes. | would say—

Mr MARTIN —That is going back to your earlier comments about some
employers exploiting people and paying them low wages.

Ms Blanch—Yes. | know, for instance, our hostels will allow the backpacker to do
work for a couple of hours and give them a night's accommodation in recompense for the
work that they have done, and that is as far as the hostels will go.

Mr MARTIN —AnNd in effect that is not really doing a local out of a job, is it?
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Ms Blanch—No, it is not. The backpacker cleans the toilets and cleans the
bathroom. For cleaning the toilets and the bathroom they get their night's accommodation,
which is $15 a night. So, really, the hostel owner is quite well off by having the
backpacker do the toilets for him for $15.

Mr MARTIN —AnNd the backpackers themselves are not turning into overnight
millionaires.

Ms Blanch—That is exactly right.

Senator STOTT DESPOJA—Ms Blanch, can | just return to the comment you
made earlier about the need or perhaps the idea of having a prerequisite or a bond or a
surety of some kind? | would like you to elaborate on that. | am a little concerned because
isn’t the notion of a working visa and a working holiday simply that—that people who
come here on holiday are able to work to fund their holiday? Wouldn't having a
prerequisite of a bond or a surety of some kind perhaps have the potential to limit the
access to working holidays, especially for people from lower socioeconomic groups? We
might actually find that it is people who can afford to come out here who are coming out
here. Does that concern you at all?

Ms Blanch—I think, looking at it from the point of view of the Australian people
trying to protect their jobs, it is important that the backpacker is able to support himself if
he does get into trouble while he is here in Australia. We can say the same thing—I
suppose we should look and see if it is put on our young people when they go overseas, if
there is a prerequisite. But | am not sure on that point. | really can’t answer it the other
way.

Senator STOTT DESPOJA—That is something, | suppose, the committee can
look into. But | am just wondering if you have a nominal fee or a suggestion as to what
kind of an amount or—

Ms Blanch—I would say in the vicinity of $2,000. Two thousand dollars will
usually get you out of trouble pretty much anywhere. It will get you a ticket home; it will
last you a couple of months to look for work. I think it is taking the pressure off them
looking for work and taking anything that is the prime reason.

Senator STOTT DESPOJA—You mentioned a company earlier that you were
aware of that had that prerequisite. Is that a comparable amount?

Ms Blanch—They thought that was a good idea. Yes, that is right.

Senator STOTT DESPOJA—Thank you.

MIGRATION



Thursday, 26 September 1996 JOINT M 215

Mr MARTIN —How do you determine where you establish a backpacker hostel?

Ms Blanch—Usually by what Greyhound does in their bus route. Most of the
backpackers travel around Australia on a bus, so therefore the dropping off point for the
bus depots, and also what activities are available in that location. There are some locations
in Australia that a backpacker would never go to. But there are other locations—like the
Great Barrier Reef, for instance—that have the tourist things that they want to see: Alice
Springs, Darwin, the outback, cattle stations, properties and things like that.

Mr MARTIN —Why isn’t Wollongong on there? | will save that for another time.

Ms Blanch—If you will approach a hostel down there, we will certainly look at it
for you.

Senator TROETH—Do you assist backpackers who come into your ambit to find
work before they travel to new areas? Do you give them any ongoing information,
references or assistance?

Ms Blanch—As an organisation, no, we do not. As | said, there are various travel
agents in Sydney, which is the main base for income on arrival, which have established
businesses based on those criteria, and they look after that quite well.

Senator TROETH—RIight.

Ms Blanch—But we do not as an association, no.

Senator TROETH—ANd have you had any feedback from working holiday-
makers or backpackers who have been to those areas and then back again about the way
in which those references assisted—or were they successful as a result?

Ms Blanch—Most are successful in gaining work, especially like the working farm
type of organisations. With our own hostels, you will see | have a hostel in Bowen who
advertises in our accommodation book that he will guarantee work on arrival. There is
another one in Bunbury in Western Australia. They will guarantee work in the local
area—I think it is apple picking—on arrival. They do advertise that in their book for the
backpacker.

Senator TROETH—ANd would they advertise that year round?

Ms Blanch—They do advertise it year round, although it is seasonal work.

Senator TROETH—So0 are they always able to guarantee work?

Ms Blanch—No, they never state that they will guarantee work; they always state
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that they will assist with work.
Senator TROETH—I thought you just said that they would guarantee work?

Ms Blanch—The agents in Sydney that look after the backpackers when they
arrive basically say they can guarantee working holiday-makers jobs on arrival. That is
part of their mandate, that they guarantee that. We don't.

Senator TROETH—So that is work in Sydney that they guarantee?

Ms Blanch—No, they don’t only look at work in Sydney, they look at work on
farms and in other agencies. They arrive in Sydney, and the agency in Sydney will place
them in all types of jobs around Australia, thus on-forwarding the backpackers out of
Sydney on their trip around Australia. So a backpacker will come into the office and say,
‘We want to travel in this vein’; they will look on their list of jobs available and they will
say, ‘All right, these are the jobs that you could get and are possibly available for your
trip around Australia.’

Senator TROETH—ANd have you had any feedback on the success or otherwise
of that?

Ms Blanch—Speaking to the backpackers themselves, they have not had any
problem gaining those jobs while travelling around Australia.

Senator TROETH—So they have not been guaranteed work in a sense and then
got to an area and found that it is simply not available?

Ms Blanch—I believe from some media last year that there were some instances
that that did happen, but | can't—

Senator TROETH—You can’t comment on that?
Ms Blanch—No.

Ms GAMBARO —Ms Blanch, in your submission you mentioned that you were
directly concerned about placing a cap on the working holiday program. When there was a
previous cap introduced some time back, what effect did it have on your industry, and can
you just expand on your reasons for that?

Ms Blanch—The hostels in Sydney are my main source of information for that
and, as it is the main place the backpackers come into first, their biggest comment was
within one month of that cap being placed they noticed a significant drop in the number of
backpackers or working holiday-makers coming into Australia. The main reason was given
that they were not able to get a visa so therefore they went to Canada or they went
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somewhere else where they could get a working visa. It did drop—I think it was 20 per
cent, my Sydney hostel said—over that space of time. And then again, when the cap was
lifted and the 9,000 was put back on, it did take another couple of months for the
backpackers to start coming back into Australia. So there was a rise and fall of the
numbers coming through the country at that point in time.

Ms GAMBARO —That is about all | want to ask. Thank you.

Senator McKIERNAN —Following through on those figures, | am still not able to
understand them. A cap was put in to limit the numbers to 33,000. That announcement
was made in December of that year. It was only lifted by 9,000 to the 42,000 in March of
this year.

Ms Blanch—That is right.

Senator McKIERNAN —This was my earlier questions about the distinction
between working holiday-makers and backpackers. We are talking now about having a cap
of 42,000 working holiday-makers and a quarter of a million backpackers coming into
Australia. If 9,000 is going to have such dramatic effect on the hostel industry, | cannot
see how the movement of 9,000 people out of that 250,000 can be so significant. If
backpackers are not being used by some as working holiday-makers, it would be an illegal
act, because they do not have authority to work.

Ms Blanch—We have 10,000 200-bed nights per night. So at any one time we
have 10,000 backpackers staying in our hostels. Nine thousand equates to quite a
significant number of those bed nights. The backpackers themselves like to have a
working holiday-maker visa before they arrive. It gives them sort of security, whether they
use it or whether they do not use it. In this industry it is a perception thing. They like to
have that visa as a sense of security. The fact that the government announced that it was
capping stopped the potential traveller in our industry from even applying or thinking of
coming to Australia. | think a perception thing was there.

Senator McCKIERNAN —But the argument is not being put forward in a
perception sense. The argument is being put forward as a fact. Let us just look at the
statistics again in very rough terms. A quarter of a million backpackers coming in, out of
which 30,000-odd are working holiday-makers. Out of that conundrum you can see there
are about 220,000 people who come here as backpackers who are not allowed to work.

Ms Blanch—That is right.

Senator MCKIERNAN —The restrictions and the cap that was put on, was put on
those people who are allowed to work.

Ms Blanch—The majority of people backpacking do not want to work and do not
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require to work, but those who do are the ones who are not coming.

Senator McCKIERNAN —The other question | want to ask is, do you have any
thoughts or does your organisation have any thoughts on the three-month working limit
that a working holiday-maker is allowed?

Ms Blanch—The three-month limit where they are allowed for one employer?
Senator McCKIERNAN —Yes.

Ms Blanch—As | said before, the backpacker would not want to stay any more
than three months in one place. Their main aim when coming to Australia is to see all of
Australia and Australia is a vast country. As a matter of fact when they arrive here and
they realise the distance from Sydney to Cairns, for instance, and they have allowed
themselves X number of weeks to get there, they have not got enough time. So you are
saying you want to increase that?

Senator MCKIERNAN —No. | wanted your view.

Ms Blanch—I would not think it necessary for the backpacker to have that
increased, no.

Senator McKIERNAN —Would you say that applies to the Japanese working
holiday-maker?

Ms Blanch—Our industry does not have a lot of Japanese travelling in it, so |
could not answer that question for you.

CHAIR —It raises the question of which nationality do you see most in
backpacking hostels?

Ms Blanch—Mostly English, then Canadian—all European.

CHAIR —You said you do not see many Japanese backpackers. Where do they
usually stay?

Ms Blanch—We do have a sprinkling and hostel owners have mooted to me that
they are pleased that the Korean and Japanese market is starting to understand the concept
of backpacking. You have to understand with the Japanese and the Koreans that their
concept of backpacking is totally different to the Europeans and the English. The
Europeans have g