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Introduction

The Australian Hotels Association (AHA) is the peak employer organisation for over 8000 hotels, casinos and resorts across Australia.  Our members employ over 250,000 people including a high proportion of young people.

Tourism and hospitality is Australia’s fourth largest industry and contributes $26.3 billion to our economy. In addition it is our single biggest exporter.
Overview 

The Workplace Relations Amendment (Protecting the Low Paid) Bill 2003 (the Bill) amends the objects of the Workplace Relations Act 1996 to ensure that the primary focus of the award safety net is to address the needs of the low paid. It also requires the Australian Industrial Relations Commission to recognise this primary focus when performing its functions and exercising its powers in relations to awards.

The Hospitality Industry
The tourism and hospitality industry has dealt with a series of pressures during the last three years.   Tourism and hospitality have had to deal with the impact of September 11, the Ansett Collapse, the Bali bombing, , the regional effect of drought and bushfire, and the war in Iraq and now Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS ).  

The 11 September terrorist attacks and the Ansett collapse adversely affected the tourism industry. ABS data show that, in the December quarter 2001, the number of overseas visitors to Australia was 15.4 per cent lower than for the December quarter 2000. 

Econtech modelling indicates that the long-term effects of the 11 September attacks and the Ansett collapse may hamper economic and labour market activity for another two to five years. 

Unfortunately, many tourism businesses are still experiencing a downturn in the wake of September 11 and the Ansett collapse - particularly those that depend on international travellers. The preliminary data for August shows a 7.4 per cent decrease in international visitor arrivals compared to the same month last year. From September 2001 to August 2002, international arrivals dropped by 7.5 per cent, or around 380,000 visitors compared to the same period a year earlier. Current international uncertainties continue to dampen travellers' interests in overseas travel.

An examination of the data over several years indicates that exceptional levels of overseas arrivals in 2000 were associated with the Sydney Olympics. More recent data suggest that the worst effects of 11 September on the industry have passed. 

The impact of the outbreak of SARS also impacts on tourism and employment.  In a media release dated 7 April 2003, the Minister for Small Business and Tourism, the Hon Joe Hockey MP, stated:

The Commonwealth Government, in cooperation with the States and Territories, has implemented the National Tourism Crisis Response Plan in reaction to the global outbreak of SARS. 

The SARS outbreak has come at a particularly challenging time for the tourism industry, as global travel was already flat as a result of the war in Iraq and continuing consolidation in the aviation industry after the events of September 11, 2001. 

On the local front, the industry is heading towards the traditional post-Easter low season after a difficult summer dominated by drought and bushfire. The Government is particularly concerned about small tourism businesses in areas with a high exposure to international markets such as Cairns, the Gold Coast, the Northern Territory and parts of Western Australia.

Recent ABS data indicates that the numbers of visitors to Australia has decreased 11% from 2002 figures.  This decline in numbers is blamed on the SARS virus, war in Iraq and the threat of terrorism.  The Australian Tourism Commission has warned that the second quarter of 2003 could see one of the worst tourism slumps on record.  Already, there are 40,000 fewer international arrivals compared to the same period last year.

The AHA noted the following in terms of employment in the hospitality industry during the 2002 Safety Net Review: 

· the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks and the collapse of Ansett Airlines later in September resulted in an immediate and significant economic downturn in the tourism industry in Australia;

· four and five-star accommodation hotels rely significantly on inbound leisure and business travellers and domestic business and leisure travellers for maintenance of profitability and employment levels;

· casual employment in the accommodation industry for this group was reduced by 9.8 per cent to 31 December 2001. Full-time and part-time employment in the accommodation industry for this group has been reduced by 4 per cent to 31 December 2001; and

· the industry is anticipated to recover from the worst effects of the events identified over a period of approximately two years from September 2001.

Key Issues

Effect of 2002 Safety Net Decision

The AHA notes that real wage increases detrimentally affect employment and consequently real wage growth can adversely affect aggregate employment growth. The extent of such effect depends upon the prevailing economic circumstances and the extent of the real wage movement. 
In the 2002 Safety Net Decision [Print PR002002] at paragraph 161 of its decision the Full Bench noted that:

We are confident that the cost of the increase is manageable and will not impact significantly on aggregate wages growth.  The gross effect on aggregate wages growth should be broadly comparable with that associated with the $15 adjustment provided for in the May 2000 decision and not significantly greater than that arising from the May 2001 decision. … The relationship between increases in minimum wages and employment has been in issue in safety net reviews in recent years and was again a matter of contention between the parties in this case. Some recent studies suggest that increases in minimum wages have a negative effect on employment although estimates of the size of that effect vary. Other studies suggest that the effects are minimal or non-existent. 

The Bench further noted: 

We accept that the increase we have decided upon may have some negative effects on employment in those sectors of the economy in which a high proportion of the workers are award reliant. Because safety net increases only directly apply to the wages of around 23 per cent of the employed workforce, the aggregate impact of the adjustment on employment will be small. In the circumstances, particularly the growth in GDP and productivity over recent years, the outcome is a fair one which properly balances the range of matters which we are obliged by the Act to take into consideration.

In noting these comments, we endorse paragraph 25 of the ACCI submission that 

award-reliant businesses are primarily small and medium businesses. ... The profile of businesses directly impacted by these claims are overwhelmingly not the large businesses that are making wage and condition agreements with unions or collective agreements with staff. They are the award-regulated medium and small businesses, who for one reason or another are not in the agreement making system.  … Many of these employers work long hours, often for little return themselves.
CONCLUSION

The AHA supports the introduction and passage of the Workplace Relations Amendment (Protecting the Low Paid) Bill 2003.  

The AHA has long been concerned that the Australian Industrial Relations Commission should exercise its powers in a way which not further disadvantage the unemployed by restricting job opportunities.

Any scheme imposing further obligations on employers will cost jobs in the tourism and hospitality industry.  

The AHA would be willing to provide evidence to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education Legislation Committee

.
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