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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
The Australian Hotels Association (AHA) and Tourism Accommodation Australia (TAA) welcome the 
opportunity to make a submission to the Select Committee’s Inquiry into Regional Australia. 

Tourism is recognised as a super-growth industry critical to the future growth and diversification of the 
economy1 contributing 3.1% to GDP and 5.2% to employment in 2017–18. Confidence and investment 
has supported the recent strong performance of the sector which has outpaced the national growth 
rate for the last three years.2  

Regional tourism makes a strong contribution to the overall economic success but has great unmet 
potential. Tourism visitation and consumer demand research have identified a preference for a range 
of Australian experiences that capitalise on natural assets and experiences which are best found in 
regional Australia. These include interactions with our native wildlife, enjoying and engaging in 
activities in natural marine and terrestrial environments or appreciating local food and wine.  

There is a strong case for private and public investment in regional tourism infrastructure. Examples 
include the development of wine museums, hotels, spa and wellness facilities and indigenous operated 
resorts with capacity for training, and employment. However, future investment must be backed up by 
government support for increased accessibility and the removal of key barriers, particularly in meeting 
labour and skills shortages.    

Our submission builds the case for the development of tourism as a driver of visitation and 
investment. It calls for government to recognise the importance of the hospitality and tourism sectors 
in regional areas and invest in infrastructure and training to ensure that employment opportunities 
can be created in the regions.  

Our members are acutely aware of the workforce shortages in regional locations and we have included 
their experiences throughout this document for the committee to consider. 

  

                                                           
1 Deloitte, Positioning for Prosperity? Catching the Next Wave, 2014 
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/building-lucky-country/articles/positioning-for-prosperity.html . 
2 Deloitte,Tourism and Hotel Market Outlook, Edition 1, 2019  
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/consumer-industrial-products/articles/tourism-hotel-outlook.html . 
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

IMPORTANCE OF REGIONAL TOURISM 

• Government continue to invest in tourism-related infrastructure and facilities in regional areas to 
stimulate growth of visitation. 

• Make a commitment via resources to enable the promotion of regional areas to potential 
overseas visitors.  

• Continue to provide funding under the Building Better Regions Fund to facilitate growth in 
regional tourism infrastructure. 

SKILLING AUSTRALIANS 

• Government to coordinate and facilitate connections between schools, training providers, and 
industry to better develop skills-based education.  

• Government provide funding support for industry led initiatives that both promote the sector and 
provide actual pathways into the sector. 

• Reverse the funding decline in VET and review VET Student Loans to widen their availability and 
make them competitive with higher-education loans. 

• Consider incentives and initiatives to attract more Australians into the industry such as: 
o Work with industry to identify pre-apprenticeship programs; 
o Continue to provide incentives for employers who hire adult apprentices, and revise wording 

of the Adult Apprenticeship incentive to be in line with the modern award, rather than the 
National Minimum Wage. 

SKILLED MIGRATION 

• Government continue to engage with industry in determining workforce shortages, including 
regular consultation i.e. the Traffic Light Bulletin and approaching relevant industry bodies.  

• Recognise that skilled migration is crucial in meeting labour and skills shortages in the tourism 
and hospitality sectors by ensuring policy settings are put in place that facilitate fast and reliable 
skilled migration: 
o Halve the Skilling Australians Fund levy (SAF) to $600 for small business and $900 for large 

businesses for each sponsored temporary migrant, in recognition of the already significant 
costs associated with accessing overseas labour. 

o Maintain the Accredited Sponsorship Programme that recognises employers who operate 
with integrity by providing faster processing times. 

o Conduct regular audits to identify issues that cause delays in processing times and implement 
stated time frames for processing, providing regular updates on how these are being 
achieved. 

• Maintain flexibility in the skills list but introduce caveats to protect against integrity concerns. 
• Maintain the inclusive nature of the WHM visa but improve competitiveness in terms of 

processing times.  
• Hospitality/Tourism to be added as an approved industry to enable WHMs to complete their 

specified work in resorts, hotels, and pubs. 
• Commence benchmarking visa fees and charges and processing times to ensure we remain 

competitive as a tourist destination. 
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AUSTRALIAN HOTELS ASSOCIATION (AHA) & TOURISM ACCOMMODATION AUSTRALIA (TAA) 
The AHA and TAA are the peak industry bodies representing Australia’s tourism, hotel accommodation 
and hospitality industry.  Our membership is diverse and serviced by a network of branches based in 
every state and territory, plus a Canberra-based National Office. 

Our membership is diverse and represents licensed businesses from small bars, restaurants, taverns, 
pub-style hotels through to three, four and five-star international accommodation hotels located in 
each state and territory.  

Our role is to represent the business and commercial interests of our members through services, 
advocacy and policies that reflect the best interests of our members. We are committed to ensuring 
the future development and growth of the sector within Australia’s vibrant tourism industry. 

The AHA and TAA recognises the importance of working with government departments and 
stakeholders and we have a demonstrated history of achievement in working with national, state and 
local government agencies, law enforcement agencies, educators, universities, and other 
organisations.  
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BUILDING A CASE FOR INVESTMENT IN REGIONAL TOURISM 
Tourism is a significant contributor to the national economy and is recognised as a future growth 
industry and diversifier of the economy. In 2017–18, Australia generated $57.3 billion in direct tourism 
GDP, representing growth of 5% over the previous year.3 However, regional tourism is 
underperforming. For 2017–18, 44 cents in every tourism dollar was spent in regional areas but the 
differences between domestic and international are stark: 52% of domestic overnight spend and 56% 
of day trip spend is in the regions but by contrast only 10% of international spend is in regional 
Australia despite 97% of international visitors arriving in a capital city.4 In addition, dispersal rates are 
not increasing. For domestic travelers, the rate of regional dispersal has remained static for more than 
a decade, while there has been a steady decline in international visitor numbers, with only 34% visiting 
a regional area in 2017–18.5 

The growth of regional visitor economies is dependent on dispersing more international visitors 
beyond capital cities for longer overnight stays. Therefore, there is a need to attract more quality 
supply into regional Australia, to assist with increased dispersal to regional areas. Many of Australia’s 
regional areas suffer from insufficient investment in, and renewal of, tourism facilities. Investment in 
regional facilities is unlikely to occur without an increase in regional visitor nights, yet an increase in 
regional visitor nights is unlikely to occur without improved accommodation. This represents a market 
failure requiring government intervention. With investment in regional tourism facilities comes the 
opportunity for more tourism operators, accommodation providers, and hospitality businesses to 
operate in the regions, which would ultimately require a suitable workforce. 

 

TOURISM INVESTMENT IN REGIONAL AUSTRALIA  
Growing investment is a key focus for the Federal Government. Austrade and Tourism Australia have 
developed a “Tourism Investment in Regional Australia” strategy to attract more foreign direct 
investment (FDI) for regional tourism infrastructure, helping to spread the benefits of the visitor 
economy beyond Australia’s major gateway cities.6  

The AHA and TAA support the Strategy which recognises that many of Australia’s key icons are in 
regional Australia. Relying on tourism data around consumer demand and visitation trends, our natural 
environment, food and wine, aquatic and coastal assets, culture and heritage offerings and wellness 
present the greatest opportunity for investment.   

Cooperation by governments and industry is required to promote tourism investment as a priority 
within eight key regions in Australia. In addition, there is a need to overcome local impediments that 
may be holding back supply of visitor experiences and broader investment. These impediments can 
range from a lack of existing visitor attractions or international flights, to a regulatory system that 

                                                           
3 Tourism Research Australia, Tourism Satellite Account 2017-18. 
4 Tourism Research Australia, State of the Industry 2017-18, April 2019, https://www.tra.gov.au/Economic-
analysis/State-of-the-Industry/state-of-the-industry, p.13.  
5 Ibid. 
6 Austrade and Tourism Australia, Tourism Investment in Regional Australia, August 2019, 
http://www.tourisminvestment.com.au/content/dam/assets/document/1/6/z/2/m/2005006.pdf .  
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makes investment challenging for the broader industry. For the investment strategy to succeed 
policies must be put in place to provide a local labour workforce population. 

 

GOVERNMENT REGIONAL INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTMENT 
In the 2018-19 Federal Budget the Government committed to providing $206.5 million over four years 
for round three of the Building Better Regions Fund to support investment in community infrastructure 
and capacity building projects in regional areas. This includes $45 million to improve tourism related 
infrastructure which is of vital importance to increase regional dispersal and improve the capacity and 
attraction of regional visitor economies. The AHA and TAA welcome such moves. We also welcomed 
the recent announcement that the Business Events Bid Fund Program will become easier for regional 
destinations to access, which is expected to help attract new corporate visitors to regional Australia 
and provide significant return on investment.  

Austrade and Tourism Australia’s Regional Tourism Infrastructure Investment Attraction Strategy 2016 
– 2021 is important in facilitating regional investment, though its implementation within existing 
budget and resources – rather than receiving additional funding – is concerning.  

 

  

AHA AND TAA RECOMMEND 

• Government continue to invest in tourism-related infrastructure and facilities in regional areas to 
stimulate growth of visitation. 

• Make a commitment via resources to enable the promotion of regional areas to potential 
overseas visitors.  

• Continue to provide funding under the Building Better Regions Fund to facilitate growth in 
regional tourism infrastructure. 
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GROWING THE LOCAL HOTEL AND HOSPITALITY WORKFORCE 
By May 2023 Accommodation and Food Services employment is projected to increase by 81,400 (or 
9.1%). This includes a projected need for:  

• 400 Hotel and Motel Managers (increase of 1.7%);  
• 10,200 Accommodation and Hospitality Managers (increase of 9.4%);  
• 13,300 Miscellaneous Hospitality, Retail and Service Managers (increase of 7.6%); 
• 16,800 Chefs (increase of 16.7%); 
• 14,100 Bar Attendants and Baristas (increase of 13.4%); 
• 21,800 Waiters (increase of 21.8%); and  
• 4,300 Housekeepers (increase of 12.5%).7 

The Department of Employment, Skills, Small and Family Business has projected employment growth 
in regional Australia of 6.9% in accommodation and food services (in numbers, 21,100) to May 2023.8 

Employing Australian workers is always the first priority of hotels and hospitality businesses. However, 
our research shows that the following combine to create substantial labour market gaps across the 
sector: 

• Limited applicants with sufficient skills, education and experience;9  
• Competition from other sectors;10 
• Growth in supply;  
• Seasonality of demand in regional areas; and 
• A lack of interest in careers in hospitality and tourism.11  

These factors are acutely felt by our members seeking to employ Australian workers in regional areas.  

 

HOUSING AVAILABILITY IN REGIONAL AREAS 
A factor further compounding the issue of attracting a regional workforce is the shortage of long-term 
housing stock available. The rise of unregulated short-term accommodation through online platforms 
such as Airbnb and Stayz is having a negative impact on the availability of affordable housing options in 
regional areas. This is acutely felt during peak tourism periods when increases in unregulated short-
term accommodation removes stock from the long-term housing market. In popular regional 
destinations businesses have been forced to provide accommodation or subsidise the cost due to the 
lack of low cost housing options available to seasonal workers, adding to operational costs.  

AHA and TAA have been lobbying state governments across the nation to regulate providers of 
unregulated short-term accommodation to address the distortion in the commercial accommodation 
market. Policy solutions include the introduction of mandatory registration, minimum requirements 

                                                           
7 Department of Employment, Skills, Small and Family Business, Occupation Projections – five years to May 2023, 
http://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/EmploymentProjections. 
8 Department of Employment, Skills, Small and Family Business, Regional Projections – five years to May 2023, 
http://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/EmploymentProjections.  
9 Ibid, p. 27. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Colmar Brunton, Australian Trade Commission. Tourism and Hospitality Careers, 8 March 2016. 
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SKILLING AUSTRALIANS 
The current training system is not providing the pipeline of Australian workers required for the hotel 
and hospitality sector. Accessible and relevant training at the secondary level is an important aspect of 
attracting students into the sector. Equally important for attracting students is reputable tertiary 
training that recognises the required skills and the pathways within the industry, which needs 
adequate funding support.  

If we are to build a pipeline of local workers to fill skills shortages in the future, we require skilled 
workers today to help train and mentor Australian apprentices and trainees. If businesses cannot 
source a reliable, skilled and full time chef to service their needs, they cannot open. This jeopardises 
the jobs of other workers who are employed at the business. Addressing the long term skills shortage 
in key occupations in the hospitality industry (chefs, cooks and management employees) will take time 
as there are simply insufficient numbers of Australians currently ready, willing or able to fill these 
positions, nor are there a sufficient number in the pipeline. When sponsorship, training and 
application fees are taken into consideration, along with the time it takes to secure an overseas 
worker, it is far cheaper and easier to hire locally. 

The AHA and TAA are taking steps towards encouraging Australians to enter the hotel and hospitality 
sector, and welcome government initiatives in this area, particularly around VET.  

As part of the more general decline in apprentices, there has been considerable decline in Food Trades 
apprentices and trainees commencements, completions, and ‘in-training’ recorded for the September 
2018 quarter. NCVER data shows that for the December 2018 quarter there was a decline across the 
board for food trades apprentices and trainees:  

Table 1: Apprentices and trainees March Quarter – Australia 

 2018-19 change 2015-19 change 

Commencements -0.3% -39.9% 

Cancellations and withdrawals -8.9% -38.4% 

Completions -5.4% -34.4% 

In training as at 31 March 2019 -6.3% -27.5% 

Source: NCVER, Apprentices and trainees 2019: March quarter – Australia  

The hotel and hospitality sectors prioritise employing Australian workers, but there is a disconnect 
between the requirements of the industry and the skills and workers currently available and this is 
even more pronounced in regional Australia. The skills shortage will not improve unless a holistic 
approach to addressing the current challenges to the VET sector is taken in alignment with industry. 

Government has recognised the need to improve student and industry perceptions and engagement 
with the VET sector, and to that end a number of initiatives have been undertaken. Some measures we 
note have had a positive effect including: 

• Introduction of the National Vocational Education and Training Regulator Amendment Bill 2015. 
• Introduction of the National Training Complaints Hotline. 
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AHA AND TAA RECOMMEND 

• Government to coordinate and facilitate connections between schools, training providers, and 
industry to better develop skills-based education.  

• Government provide funding support for industry led initiatives that both promote the sector 
and provide actual pathways into the sector. 

• Reverse the funding decline in VET and review VET Student Loans to widen their availability and 
make them competitive with higher-education loans. 

• Consider incentives and initiatives to attract more Australians into the industry such as: 
o Work with industry to identify pre-apprenticeship programs; 
o Continue to provide incentives for employers who hire adult apprentices, and revise 

wording of the Adult Apprenticeship incentive to be in line with the modern award, rather 
than the National Minimum Wage. 
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SKILLED MIGRATION 
The hotel sector, particularly in regional Australia, relies on workers from overseas, both skilled and 
unskilled, for a range of different roles and they have become critical to the operation of many 
regional hospitality businesses. International workers are important in filling vacancies unable to be 
filled by the local labour supply, training and mentoring Australian workers and in facilitating the global 
exchange of skills through intra-corporate transfers (ICTs). It is not however, the preference of 
business owners, and does not present a cheaper option, particularly once time and costs associated 
with administration, sponsorship training and application fees are taken into consideration.  

Operators in NSW have reported that visa restrictions are among the most common reasons they have 
lost key operational staff.12 To provide a snapshot, approximately 7.9% of NSW operators’ 
international workers are temporary skilled migrants on short term arrangements.13 

A relevant matter to addressing skills shortages in the tourism industry is the flexibility of the skills list 
in responding to the changing needs of the workforce. The lists should be broad enough to respond to 
the needs of different industries, as well as account for regional differences and fluctuations in the 
market, but also have caveats to protect against integrity concerns. The hotel and hospitality sector is 
unique, and whilst it has recruitment needs like other sectors that cannot always be filled by Australian 
workers, it also operates as part of a wider global industry and relies on being attractive to skilled 
workers from overseas. 

The identification of national skills shortages is an outcome of the assessment undertaken by the 
Department on a 6 monthly basis.14 The methodology used by the Department has improved over the 
past three years to meet the increasing demands of industry for more responsive and timely 
identification of shortages. TAA notes the reviews into skills and migration being undertaken and 
welcomes these efforts from the government. 

 

PROCESSING DELAYS AND COSTS  
There are high economic and productivity costs to seeking out an employee from overseas. Employers 
who do utilise temporary skilled migration are paying high costs to do business in terms of 
sponsorship. This becomes a tax on business productivity. The average cost to hotels of employing a 
person on a STSOL visa averages $6,100 with a maximum of $9,000. For a MLTSSL visa the cost 
averages $6,500 with a maximum of $11,000.15 There is also a minimum income threshold that applies 
to all occupations. As these businesses cannot source suitably skilled Australian workers, they are 
forced to pay these additional sponsorship costs.  

Of equal concern is the length of time taken in processing, impacting hotel and employee productivity, 
though AHA and TAA acknowledge that Sponsorship Accreditation goes some way to addressing 
processing times. The STSOL average processing time stated by operators of 2.9 months is longer than 

                                                           
12 Ibid, p. iv. 
13 Tourism Accommodation Australia (NSW), NSW Hotel Labour Benchmarking Study 2019, January 2019, p. 16-
17. 
14 Department of Jobs and Small Business, Migration Occupation Lists – Update and Methodology, 
https://docs.jobs.gov.au/documents/skilled-migration-occupation-lists-proposed-methodology.  
15 Tourism Accommodation Australia NSW, Hotel Labour Benchmarking Study, 2019, p 18. 
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Where we see an opportunity is around the 
regional requirement for the second and third 
years of the WHM visa. We seek to make 
hospitality/tourism an approved industry for 
specified work relating to eligibility requirements 
for a second or third working holiday visa. 
Regional members in particular need assistance 
with both skilled and unskilled migration, and at 
present WHM visas do not adequately assist with 
meeting workforce requirements. 

 

VISA FEES AND CHARGES  
A key consideration in Australia’s overall 
competitiveness as a destination for WHMs is the cost of visa fees and supplementary charges, along 
with visa processing times (see Figure: ‘Working Holiday Visa Maximum Fees’). TAA research on Visa 
Competitiveness in Asian Markets (attached) showed that visa fees are amongst the least competitive 
and processing times are also relatively uncompetitive when compared to the other destinations. Our 
research also showed that when all fees are added, including passenger movement charges, Australia 
is amongst the countries that have the most expensive visa costs, along with the UK.16 We welcome 
the benchmarking effort that has been announced by the government. 

                                                           
16 Tourism Accommodation Australia, Visitor Visas for Asian Markets: Comparison Between Australia and Key 
Competitors, May 2018. 

AHA AND TAA RECOMMEND 

• Government continue to engage with industry in determining workforce shortages, including regular 
consultation i.e. the Traffic Light Bulletin and approaching relevant industry bodies.  

• Recognise that skilled migration is crucial in meeting labour and skills shortages in the tourism and 
hospitality sectors by ensuring policy settings are put in place that facilitate fast and reliable skilled 
migration: 
o Halve the Skilling Australians Fund levy (SAF) to $600 for small business and $900 for large 

businesses for each sponsored temporary migrant, in recognition of the already significant costs 
associated with accessing overseas labour. 

o Maintain the Accredited Sponsorship Programme that recognises employers who operate with 
integrity by providing faster processing times. 

o Conduct regular audits to identify issues that cause delays in processing times and implement 
stated time frames for processing, providing regular updates on how these are being achieved. 

• Maintain flexibility in the skills list but introduce caveats to protect against integrity concerns. 
• Maintain the inclusive nature of the WHM visa but improve competitiveness in terms of processing 

times.  
• Hospitality/Tourism to be added as an approved industry to enable WHMs to complete their 

specified work in resorts, hotels, and pubs. 
• Commence benchmarking visa fees and charges and processing times to ensure we remain 

competitive as a tourist destination. 
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CONCLUSION 
AHA and TAA welcome the focus of the Select Committee’s Inquiry into Regional Australia. The AHA 
and TAA’s members are part of the wider tourism sector, providing one-of-a-kind Australian memories 
in our regional pubs and unique experiences in our accommodation. It is vital to their – and ultimately, 
Australia’s – success as part of the visitor economy to have access to a suitable workforce. We look 
forward to the committee considering our submission, taking on board our recommendations to invest 
in the regions, focus on training Australians, and easing access to skilled migration where necessary to 
harness the full potential of regional Australia.  

Inquiry into Regional Australia
Submission 29




