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ABOUT BYTAP 

 

In 2001, The Australian Tourism Export Council (ATEC) established the BackpackerTourism 

Advisory Panel “BTAP”, later becoming BYTAP with the inclusion of ‘youth’. The panel is the                             

peak national representative body for the Australian inbound backpacker and youth                     

adventure tourism industry with representation from industry in addition to state backpacker                       

associations, such as Adventure Queensland, Adventure Tourism Victoria (ATV) and the                     

Backpacker Operators’ Association of NSW (BOA). BYTAP works closely with Tourism                     

Australia and various national, state and regional tourism peak bodies to elevate the profile of                             

youth tourism. 

The role of BYTAP is to: 

● Act as the critical link between the backpacker and youth adventure industry, the                         

states and territories and federal government in the interpretation of segment-specific                     

issues; 

● Represent the interests of the backpacker segment to other industry organisations,                     

government and the community on a national level; 

● Facilitate an active and effective policy forum where key industry stakeholders present                       

issues for development and action; 

● Raise the profile of the backpacker and youth adventure tourism sector; 

● Lead the way in the on-going development of growth strategies to maximise the                         

contribution of the backpacker and youth adventure market to Australia. 

Goals 

With regard to the Working Holiday Maker (WHM) Program in 2020 and beyond, BYTAPs                           

goals are to: 

1. Retain the WHM Program for international youth to retain reciprocal opportunities for                       

young Australians in over 40 countries. 

2. Regain Australia’s competitiveness as a sustainable and attractive working holiday                   

destination.  

3. Simplify WHM visa conditions and communication to reduce administration complexity                   

for travellers, visa administrators, employers and tourism providers, and increase                   

length of stay, tourism spend and return for the Australian economy.  

4. Restart inbound youth tourism responsibly, while protecting the health, safety and                     

wellbeing of Australian businesses and their staff, travellers and the Australian public.  

5. Ensure that WHM visas meet the changing needs of youth travel.   
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Working Holiday Maker Program is a critical enabler for young people to visit, study and                               

work to fund their travels in Australia. Working Holiday Makers (WHMs) are a high yield                             

market. They spend more, stay longer and disperse more widely throughout Australia than                         

most other travellers.  

WHMs create jobs for Australians by spending in regional areas where they work and travel.                             

They provide a valuable, mobile seasonal labour force, critical for regional farm work and                           

bushfire recovery efforts and other high demand roles in regional areas where jobs remain                           

unfilled by Australians.   

COVID-19 has had a significant impact on WHMs, and the industries reliant on them, with the                               

majority of WHMs unable to fulfil the full value of their visa, either having to return home early                                   

or unable to arrive due to travel restrictions. Once international travel resumes, WHMs should                           

be a key focus for inbound tourism rejuvenation. They are resilient and will be more willing to                                 

return as international borders open. This cohort is less likely to be deterred by mandatory                             

COVID-19 quarantine when staying 12 months compared to other international travellers.  

Recommendations in brief 

1. Support WHMs still in Australia to extend their visa at no charge so they may stay,                               

travel and work in critical jobs, which cannot be filled by Australians.  

2. Enable granted WHM visa holders who were unable to enter Australia or who left early                             

due to COVID-19 the ability to reactivate their visa without charge from the time                           

borders reopen with their home country. 

3. Support the restart of the WHM Program with critical visa reform to rejuvenate regional                           

communities and tourism spend from this high yield cohort, including: 

a. restarting WHM visa processing;  

b. freezing visa costs for 5 years; 

c. increasing the eligible age to 35 for all WHM source countries;  

d. tripling visa caps; 

e. simplifying visa conditions on eligible work days towards gaining a second or                       

third year visa; 

f. extending eligible work options towards a second or third year visa on an                         

ongoing basis across regional Australia, including volunteer work in                 

disaster/crisis zones; and 

g. providing additional funding for 3 years to Tourism Australia for marketing                     

campaigns to target WHMs in key source countries and support the restart of                         

the WHM Program.  

4. Establish a COVIDSafeCorridor for WHM entry utilising BYTAP’s 3 step framework.  

5. Future proof the WHM Program with less restrictive, more open policies.  
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COMMENTS ON THE INQUIRY TERMS OF REFERENCE 

Working Holiday Maker Program background 

The Working Holiday Maker (WHM) program enables young travellers (generally 18-30 years                       

old) from 44 countries the ability to stay in Australia for up to 12 months to travel, work and                                     

study temporarily. The majority of WHMs (82% at December 2019) were in Australia on a                             

Working Holiday visa (subclass 417), with the remaining 18% on a ​Work & Holiday visa                             

(subclass 462). Each year approximately 200,000 young people come to Australia or extend                         

their stay here under the Program. 

Reciprocal agreements for Working Holiday arrangements are available for young Australians                     

in 43 countries (the only exclusion being China). 

For the year ended 31st December 2019, WHMs made up only ​8% ​of all temporary work visas                                 

(excluding bridging, crew/transit visas) bringing just over 141,142 WH​M ​visa holders to                       

Australia with the majority of travellers coming from the UK, France, Germany, South Korea                           

and Taiwan.  1

The WHM program saw a significant growth of 16% year on year from 2010 to 2012, however                                 

when visa fees were increased by 30.4% in 2013/14, WHM visa grants dropped by almost 20%                               

over the past 6 years. The impact of tax increases and increased competition from other                             2

working holiday destinations, with more flexible and affordable visas (such as Canada and                         

New Zealand) have also reduced Australia’s competitiveness and volume of visa applications.  

In 2018, the age limit was increased to 35 years old for some countries, which was a welcome                                   

extension for ​Canadian, Irish and ​French ​citizens, and reflected changes in reciprocal                       

agreements for Australians. Research undertaken by Monash University has shown that older                       

WHMs spend more money in Australia than those under 25 years, and the tourism sector has                               

for many years called for an extension of the age limit for other countries as part of past WHM                                     

reform inquiries.  3

The WHM visa can be extended for up to 3 years if a visa holder undertakes ‘specified work’ 

in mandated regional areas for a period of 3 months (88 days) in their first year, and 6 months 

(176 days) in their second year. In the last 3 years, on average, 23% of travellers took up the 

2nd year visa option, with only 0.127% extending to a 3rd year (the latter option having only 

been available since July 2019). 

Restrictions exist for the duration of study (4 months) and work (currently 6 months with one 

employer in each location). Work restriction time limits are lifted for au pairs and work in 

1 Data.gov.au BP0019 ​Number of Temporary visa holders in Australia at 31 March 2020​ pivot table 
2 Refer Appendix 1 - Department of Home Affairs. Data updated via ​YHA Australia submission to the                                 
inquiry Working Holiday Maker Reform package 
3 BYTE: ​WHV research preliminary results ​September 2015. 
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Northern Australia in aged and disability care; agriculture, forestry and fishing; construction 

and mining. For visa subclass 462 holders, tourism and hospitality work in Northern Australia 

is allowed to count towards the ‘88 days’ work towards a second year visa (double that for a 

third year visa). 

Limits exist on the number of WHM visas issued per year for certain eligible countries under 

the 462 visa. In July 2019, the visa quotas were increased for WHMs across 8 countries. New 

WHM arrangements also commenced with Greece and Ecuador (capped at 500 and 100 

places each year respectively). 

In early 2020, volunteer or paid work for up to 12 months in bushfire recovery efforts was 

added to eligible work towards a 2nd or 3rd year visa, to provide much-needed assistance to 

rebuild and rejuvenate regional areas impacted by bushfires. Similarly, recent extensions of 

visas and easing of 6 month limits to one employer in each location across Australia for 

WHMs working in agriculture or food processing has been welcomed by the agricultural 

sector.  4

The ​WHM parliamentary guide​ provides further details and an in-depth history of the program.  

Youth work and travel motivation 

According to the World Youth Student & Educational (WYSE) Travel Confederation, the main                         

driver for WHMs is the desire for cultural experiences abroad. Young people travel as a                             

means of personal and professional development - to explore the world, meet new people,                           

learn new skills, to experience everyday life in another country and build their CVs. Thus,                             

much of youth travel is ‘purposeful travel’ and not (just) a holiday.  5

The youth market (15-29 years) is a resilient group of travellers. In a 2018 study by WYSE                                 

Travel Confederation, nearly 80% of respondents considered that a health epidemic had no                         

influence on their travel plans, and less than 5% of participants indicated that they had                             

delayed their travel as a result of such factors. More recent research conducted by the British                               6

Education Travel Association (BETA) in March 2020 indicated that UK youth are looking to                           

travel to countries which are better developed and that have handled the COVID-19 crisis                           

well.  7

4 ​AUSVEG media release​ 4 April 2020 
5 WYSE Travel Confederation ‘New Horizons IV: A global study of the youth and student traveller.’ July                                 
2018 
6  WYSE Travel Confederation, ​New Horizons IV: Work Experience Travel ​ December 2018 
7 ​B​ETA What Really Matters Tracking the motivators towards travel among young people throughout                           
the COVID-19 crisis. March 2020. 
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Source: WYSE Travel Confederation 

Young travelers are also historically willing to travel even when the economy is weak. As soon                               

as borders open and accessibility to cost effective flights resume, young people historically                         

take advantage of savings or redundancy money to explore the world and gain work                           

experience until job prospects improve in their home country.    

6 

Inquiry into the Working Holiday Maker program
Submission 29



 

 

Value of the WHM program to Australia's economy 

$3.2b tourism receipts 

WHM arrivals represent an important sector for Australia’s visitor economy worth $3.2 billion,                         

delivering more than 200,000 young travellers to Australia each year.  8

WHMs can undertake temporary work, which funds their travels. As a visa requirement, each                           

one has to show evidence of a minimum of $5,000 in funds to support themselves during the                                 

initial stages of their stay in Australia. In reality, each one spends double that - a total of                                   

$10,400 - compared to $687 per trip that Australians spend domestically per trip.  9

WHMs are Australia’s 9th largest visitor market for YE Dec 2019​8​. They are an important                             

segment and influencer of the youth market (travellers aged 15-29 years), which contributes                         

27% of all visitor arrivals to Australia and 45% of all visitor spend, bringing $19.5 billion for the                                   

year ending December 2018 to the visitor economy injecting money into the tourism, retail,                           

transport, arts/cultural, education and hospitality sectors.   10

Monash University researcher Dr. Jeff Jarvis has stressed the importance of the visa program,                           

with his research into WHMs, which showed they stayed on average 326 days in Australia,                             

spending just over AUD 90 per day on average with hostels, restaurants/cafes and                         

supermarkets being the primary beneficiaries. “This confirms that attracting WHMs to base                       

themselves in a particular urban destination brings with it significant economic benefits.”  11

Cultural exchange  

The WHM program facilitates an         

important cultural exchange program,       

enabling visitors to experience life in           

Australia. In a survey conducted of over             

2,300 WHMs in Australia by Adventure           

Tourism Victoria (ATV) in July 2020, 93%             

indicated they wanted to stay longer at             

the end of their visa, with 63% of these                 

travellers advising they would continue to           

travel and work in Australia.  

8 International Visitors Survey (IVS) YE March 2020 Tourism Research Australia 
9 Tourism Australia Working Holiday Fact Sheet​; ​Tourism Research Australia National Visitor Survey                         
December 2019​; ​International Visitors Survey (IVS) YE March 2020 Tourism Research Australia 
10 ​Tourism Research Australia National Visitor Survey December 2019​; ​distribution of Tourism                       
Businesses ending June 2018​; ​Tourism Australia Working Holiday Fact Sheet​.  
11 BYTE: ​WHV research preliminary results ​September 2015. 
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Monash University researcher Dr. Jeff Jarvis’ research confirms WHMs act as triggers to                         

stimulate additional Visiting Friends & Relatives (VFR) visitation in the same way as                         

international students (with 47% generating visits from friends and relatives). They also play a                           

role as brand ambassadors for Australia with 79% of WHMs encouraging friends to come on a                               

WHM visa and 51% of WHMs returning to Australia.  12

Creating jobs for Australians 

WHMs create employment through their spending, particularly in regional areas and in the                         

hospitality, tourism, retail, consumer goods and education sectors.  

Flinders University research has found that           

the WHM Program is a net creator of               

employment of Australians, with 5 Full-Time           

Equivalent (FTE) jobs created by every 100             

WHMs.  13

WHMs also generate income into the           

education sector, contributing around 4.4%         

of total international student visas and           

enrolments. ​Many WHMs also contribute        14

to the vocational and language education           

sector, including completing Responsible       

Service of Alcohol (RSA), construction         

induction (white/green card) and English         

language certifications.  

Fills critical labour shortages 

The WHM Program was created, and operates, with tourism and cultural exchange as the                           

primary objectives, with any temporary work seen as subsidiary, to enable WHMs to travel                           

and experience life in Australia, spending their hard-earned income in local communities.  

The National Institute of Labour Studies evaluation noted that ‘the WHM (program) is more a                             

tourism export program than a labour supply program.’  15

12 International Visitors Survey (IVS) YE March 2020 Tourism Research Australia; BYTE: ​WHV research                           
preliminary results ​September 2015. 
13 Tan, Y., & Lester, L. (2012). ​Labour Market and Economic Impacts of International Working Holiday                               
Temporary Migrants to Australia  Population  Space and Place  18(3)  359-383​.  
14 Yan Tan et al, ‘Evaluation of Australia's Working Holiday Maker (WHM) Program’ Flinders University                             
(2009).​https://thepienews com/news/australia-dibp-stats-reveal-impact-of-working-holiday-visas-on-edu
cation-exports/  
15 ​Adam Steen, Victoria Peel (2015) ​Economic and Social Consequences of Changing Taxation                         
Requirements to Working Holiday Makers​.  
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The WHM Program addresses critical labour shortages of skilled and unskilled work for                         

agricultural and tourism sectors in regional areas, which historically are unable to be filled by                             

Australians, even with incentives.  16

82% of WHMs work whilst they are in Australia, with most working in hospitality, farm work,                               

construction and childcare.  17

WHMs demonstrate significant flexibility       

and ability to disperse widely with short             

notice into regional areas for short term             

and seasonal work. A 2001 University of             

Melbourne study found that WHMs are           

more available for low skilled labour           

compared to “local unemployed youth         

(who) do not hold a strong interest in               

these jobs and are not as prepared to               

relocate for employment as the WHMs”,           

and typical WHMs are prepared to           

undertake jobs that are       

disproportionately low skilled despite       

their education level or past work experience. Importantly, this study calculated that if the                           

WHM visas did not exist and the supply of WHM labour was withdrawn (assumed to be                               

80,000 at the time of the study), there would be 40,909 more casual full year jobs, but only                                   

an estimated 24% of these jobs would be taken by unemployed youth. This calculation does                             

not take account of the jobs generated by WHMs spending.  18

“Results from the survey reported in Harding and Webster suggest that only a minority of                             

WHMs have advantages over local youth. Some employers, for example, believed that WHMs                         

were more motivated than local youth while 14 percent of employers surveyed needed                         

workers who could speak a foreign language. Generally, employers surveyed did not regard                         

WHMs as more skilled despite being more qualified on average. Neither did they believe the                             

WHMs to be more honest, better spoken or harder working.”  19

Many regional and metro tourism employers reflect that many Australian residents show a 

reluctance to relocate to undertake regional work due to family or study commitments, and 

are unmotivated to take up low skilled or low paid work where government benefits may 

subsidise their income instead.  

16 ​Seasonal Workers Incentives Trial 2019​; Appendix IV - 3. ABC Triple J Hack - 26 June 2020 
17 ​Tourism Australia Working Holiday Fact Sheet 
18 Harding, Webster (2001) ​The Working Holiday Maker Scheme and the Australian Labour Market  
19 Adam Steen, Victoria Peel (2015) ​Economic and Social Consequences of Changing Taxation 
Requirements to Working Holiday Makers​.  
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Income from visa fees and taxes 

Appendix II estimates that the revenue earned from WHM visa fees is over $80M since 2010,                               

excluding revenue from passenger movement charges or taxation. However, this revenue has                       

been steadily declining since 2010 despite an increase in the visa fee by up to 30%.  

Various papers have been created discussing the income and taxation of WHMs from the                           

2016 inquiry in the Working Holiday Maker Reform Package​.  
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Impact of COVID-19 

According to Tourism & Transport Forum (TTF) estimates, forward bookings from international                       

tourism to Australia have dropped 45% from January to June 2020 compared to last year.                             20

WHM visas granted in the first quarter of 2020 (January - March) were down 15% (21, 877                                 

visas) compared to the same period in the previous year.  21

On 31 December 2019, there were 141,142 Working Holiday visa holders in Australia. As of                             22

July 2020, BYTAP estimates that approximately 80,000 WHMs remain in Australia​. ​Based on                        

statistics gathered from WHMs currently in Australia by Adventure Tourism Victoria, the                       

number of WHMs who intend to stay in Australia will drop significantly, with only 20% of                               

WHMs anticipated to be left in Australia by January 2021.  23

 

Source: BYTAP estimate​24 

 

   

20 ​Tourism Transport Forum Estimated Impact of Coronavirus on the Australian Visitor Economy 
21 Department of Home Affairs ​Temporary Entrants visa holders at 31 March 2020​. 
22 Department of Home Affairs ​Working Holiday Maker Visa Program Report – December 2019 
23 Department of Home Affairs ​Working Holiday Maker Visa Program Report – December 2019​;                           
COVID-19 pandemic leads to 50 000 fewer backpackers in Australia prompting parliamentary inquiry​;                       
Adventure Tourism Victoria WHM Survey July 2020.  
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Tourism economy losses 

Scenario planning by the UN World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) suggests a protracted                       

international tourism recovery, with up to 78% drop in international tourist arrivals if travel                           

restrictions are not lifted until December 2020.  24

Off the back of travel restrictions imposed during COVID-19, the Australian tourism industry is                           

facing a prolonged recovery, with average losses in total tourism receipts from all inbound                           

markets of $2b per month and up to $5.3b impact of lost wages to the broader economy and                                   

up to $1.59b lost PAYG tax contributions, with Australian jobs in up to 302,000 tourism                             

businesses at risk.  25

The Tourism & Transport Forum (TTF) expects challenges will exist to fill the estimated 20% of                               

tourism jobs lost as workers migrate into more stable employment outside of the tourism                           

industry.  

Due to the long term impact of COVID-19, it is expected that future statistics will indicate a                                 

significant drop in overall WHM length of stay, dispersal rates, overall spend for 2020/21 and                             

value to the Australian economy. Further research is required to forecast the expected                         

economic impact specifically attributed to the loss of WHMs.  

Impact on travellers and WHMs 

International travel restrictions imposed by COVID-19 forced many WHMs in Australia to                       

return home early in February and March 2020 following government recommendations.                     

Others abandoned their stays as jobs were lost and they were unable to travel to find work or                                   

to travel for leisure to other parts of               

Australia as domestic travel restrictions         

were imposed.  26

For travellers who left Australia early, their             

unused visa costs cannot be reimbursed,           

and despite the ability to re-enter Australia             

until the visa expires, it’s unlikely there will               

be time to return following the protracted             

delay expected to reopen Australian         

borders. Even if they could return, there             

would not be enough time left to be able to                   

work the required number of days in an               

eligible role to be able to apply for a 2nd year visa extension.  

24 UNWTO World Tourism Barometer May 2020 - Special focus on the Impact of COVID-19 ​(Summary)​; 
WNWTO ​International Tourism and COVID-19 
25 Tourism Transport Forum Estimated Impact of Coronavirus on the Australian Visitor Economy​;                         
Tourism Research Australia - Tourism Businesses in Australia  June 2018​.  
26  City Hub Sydney May 2020 ​Downunder backpackers in COVID limbo  
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For those WHMs who have stayed in Australia, many have indicated they have found it                             

increasingly difficult to find or retain work, particularly in regional areas and they have lost                             

valuable travel time as borders closed between states. With only their savings to prop them                             27

up, some have been forced to rely on friends, family and charity.   28

In an Adventure Tourism Victoria survey of             

WHMs in Australia in July 2020, COVID-19 has               

exacerbated concerns about the ability for           

travellers to fulfill the required 88 days of               

farmwork to be eligible for the second year               

WHM visa, particularly as Australians are           

prioritised over WHMs for eligible farmwork.  

On a positive note, some WHMs have stayed               

in Australia, citing their belief that Australia             

remains a safer option as a place to stay                 

compared to their home country’s current           

COVID-19 risk, and to continue their travels.  

However, for those ​visa holders unable to enter Australia due to COVID-19, their prospects                           

and dreams to start their working holiday are uncertain. Similarly those who are close to the                               29

age limit face frustrating losses of their WHM visa investment and opportunity.  

Once international borders reopen, it is expected WHMs and youth will be one of the first                               

tourism markets to bounce back, as they are traditionally a resilient market. Figures from the                             

WYSE Youth Travel Industry Monitor of 2009 and 2010 indicated that, although the youth                           

travel sector was affected by the Global Financial Crisis, it had declined less and recovered                             

faster than mainstream tourism.  30

For UK travellers - Australia’s largest WHM source market - recent research conducted by                           

BUNAC in March 2020 indicated that UK youth are looking to travel to countries which have                               

well developed medical and travel infrastructure and that have handled the COVID-19 crisis                         

well.   31

For WHMs a mandatory 14 day quarantine is little deterrent to a 12 month intended stay.                               

However, the significant cost of current quarantine measures will deter those unless more                         

affordable options for secure, COVID-safe hostel or budget accommodation is endorsed by                       

State governments and health authorities.   

27 Adventure Tourism Victoria WHM Survey July 2020. 
28 BYTE: ​Migrant workers call for coronavirus support amid fears of crisis situation​ July 2020; BYTE: 
various ​WHV articles 
29 ​BYTAP WHM insights June 2020 
30 WYSE Travel Confederation​ Facts and Stats  
31 ​B​ETA What Really Matters Tracking the motivators towards travel among young people throughout                           
the COVID-19 crisis. March 2020. 
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Economic impact & recovery of regional economies 

WHMs stay longer in regional Australia than             

other international visitors, with 36% of nights             

spent in regional areas (compared to 19% of all                 

international travellers), bringing 416,000       

visitors and $946M into regional economies           

for the year ending December 2019. They             32

also disperse further across Australia, with           

42% of WHMs visiting 3-7 locations, and 22%               

visiting more than 8 locations.   33

Regional agricultural and tourism-related       

employers have cited, in consultation with           

BYTAP, various issues with Australians filling           

jobs, which include: 

● local workers’ preference to work in the mines 

● a shortage of agricultural and rural skills required for the role 

● seasonality of work 

● short duration/infrequent work 

● mobility required to travel to the work available. 

Appendix IV provides examples of the impact of COVID-19 and the resulting scarcity of WHMs                             

in regional communities in certain key sectors, which are also described below.  

Seasonal farm work 

In July 2020, the agricultural sector           

estimated there were at least 40,000           

fewer backpackers working here and         

expressed concerns over WHM       

shortages, with inter​national travel       

unlikely to resume before the Australian           

summer and peak harvest season.   34

WHMs are still in demand during the             

COVID-19 crisis despite early interest in           

farmwork from Australians who had         

32 ​Tourism Research Australia: International Visitors Survey December 2019   
33 ​Tourism Australia Working Holiday Fact Sheet 
34 Nation's bounty 'to wither on the vine' without more seasonal workers COVID-easing The Australian,                             
20 July 2020 
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been stood down or lost their jobs due to the coronavirus pandemic; farmers say those                             

applications quickly dried up.  35

Regional businesses reliant on backpackers and seasonal workers, like Caesar Cabrera, a                       

labour contractor and hostel owner in Griffith, NSW, will be one of those most impacted by the                                 

lack of available, flexible workers in the foreseeable future (see quote), which not will not only                               

impact small regional businesses like his, but the surrounding local community.  

Au pairs for essential worker families 

In a recent Cultural Au Pair Association of               

Australia (CAPAA) survey, answered by over           

391 Australian families, over 85% stated they             

would find it very difficult or unable to access                 

alternative live-in childcare if international au           

pairs cannot come to Australia until 2021.             

Nearly 30% of these families are located in               

regional Australia.  

Of those families, over 81% have one or both                 

parents as essential workers, where they           

work in shifts (33%), and/or have no other               

family support (66%) and so access to             

alternative childcare options are limited. Nearly 30% advised without international au pairs                       

they felt they could not access alternative live-in childcare in the interim until borders re-open                             

or a ‘secure corridor’ is established. The majority of parents (97%) also indicated their                           

willingness to support a mandated quarantine for international au pairs and nearly 90% were                           

willing to subsidise these quarantine costs of at least $500 (45%) or up to $1000 (26%).  36

Regional tourism operators 

The impact of COVID-19 for regional tourism             

operators in particular has been         

devastating.  

When international borders shut, operators         

reliant on inbound tourists and WHMs           

regularly reported 100% cancellation of         

forward bookings and refunds on months of             

existing bookings, reducing income to zero.  

WHMs are a valuable, stable income for             

regional tourism businesses, providing       

35 ​"Backpacker numbers plummet in wake of coronavirus"The Weekly Times 21 May 2020 
36 ​Cultural Au Pair Association of Australia ​survey results, June 29, 2020. 
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‘bums on seats’ and ‘bodies in beds’. Domestic or trans-Tasman tourism rarely fills the gap for                               

many tourism businesses, particularly regional tour operators and hostels.  

The JobKeeper program has been critical to these tourism business’ survival, providing much                         

needed support and connection with their staff.   

Bushfire recovery 

WHMs and backpackers have been a valuable             

source of assistance to help regional           

communities rejuvenate after the 2019/20         

summer bushfires.  

In July 2020, ​Blaizaid​, ​a volunteer organisation             

dedicated to helping communities rebuild after           

natural disasters, identified “backpackers (as)         

an essential part of our operation” and they are                 

“finding it hard to get Australians … whether               

grey nomads or unemployed” to assist their             

recovery efforts.  37

 

   

37 Blazeaid letter dated 7 July 2020​ (Appendix I)​ ​https://blazeaid com au/ 
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Visa criteria and conditions reform 

In the past five years, the total number of WHM visas issued has fallen as visa fees have                                   

increased and many WHMs began to be taxed higher on their earnings and superannuation                           

(as shown in Appendix II). The tourism, hospitality and agricultural sectors, and many                         38

travellers, opposed the amendments to tax rates, citing that this loss of income for workers                             

would put jobs at risk with travellers preferring to reduce their length of stay or choose                               

another country as their working holiday destination.  39

Reform is required to maintain Australia as a competitive working holiday destination to                         

maintain and grow bilateral relationships with source countries, and to support the tourism                         

economy reliant on these long duration, high yielding youth travellers and other critical                         

sections of industry in need of a flexible, mobile workforce, surplus to jobs filled by                             

Australians.  

BYTAP supports the following visa reforms, which are also itemised in detail in the                           

recommendations of this paper:  

1. Higher WHM age limits bring more travellers & aligning to youth trends  

The ages of 18-35 years is a generally accepted demographic for youth tourism, recognised                           

globally by many tourism organisations such as ​Contiki​.   

Initial extrapolations based on research from Tourism Research Australia (TRA) and the                       

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) predict that raising the age limit from 30-35 for more                             

WHMs would capture a larger share of visitors for Australia, without impacting existing visitor                           

numbers from this cohort. Initial estimates predict that such an age increase would generate                           

an extra 82,000 visitors and $817 million for the Australian economy from the United                           

Kingdom, Germany and Italy alone.   40

By raising the age limit to 35 for all source countries, the WHM program would capitalise on                                 

youth trends to delay ‘adulting’ or major life decisions such as marriage, parenthood and                           

home ownership, in lieu of travel and overseas work experiences to further their careers and                             

aspirations. For example, in the UK, the largest WHM source market, the average age for                             

marriage is currently 35.5 years for women and 37.9 for men.   41

38 WYSE Travel Confederation ‘New Horizons IV: A global study of the youth and student traveller.’ July                                 
2018; Department of Home Affairs Working Holiday Maker visas granted 2019-20; ​Parliamentary                       
Research Papers 2016-17   
39 ​Vegetable Growers oppose Working Holiday Visa extensions for tourism industry work​;                       
https://www agriculture gov au/sites/default/files/sitecollectiondocuments/ag-food/working-holiday/sub
missions/free-text-submissions pdf 
40 International Visitors Survey (IVS) YE March 2020 ​Tourism Research Australia and ​Overseas Arrivals                           
and Departures  Australia  May 2020 ​Australian Bureau of Statistics 
41 ​Office for National Statistics  Marriage in England and Wales 2016 
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Taking a gap year before tertiary education is now being augmented with sabbaticals from                           

early to mid career in many of the WHM source countries (e.g UK, USA, Canada). Many WHMs                                 

are also location-independent, country-hopping ‘digital nomads’ who follow the seasons or                     

take advantage of WHM programs to ‘live locally’ in different countries. A longer age bracket                             

extends options to these travellers to return and explore Australia further.  

Older travellers are also more likely to be financially able to afford long-haul travel,                           

unburdened of their student debt, and free to take off on a ‘grown up gap year’, Monash                                 

University researcher Dr. Jeff Jarvis has found, too, that older WHMs spend significantly more                           

per visit than those under 25.” .  42

In consultation with state backpacker associations and youth tourism operators, BYTAP                     

understands there is significant consumer concern and and pent up demand for travellers                         

who would benefit from extending the WHM visa age to 35, held by both travellers who have                                 

already been unable to enter due to COVID-19 travel restrictions; have had their WHM trip cut                               

short and had to leave Australia early, or for others unable to apply for a WHM visa until travel                                     

restrictions ease.  

Many ​WHMs already granted a WHV during             

COVID-19 will be ineligible to enter or reapply for                 

another visa unless reforms are considered,           

even on a temporary basis. Over 130 visa               

ho​lders approached by BYTAP have reinforced           

this pent up demand, asking for government             

leniency in light of COVID-19 restrictions.  

BYTAP supports an extension of the visa age               

limit, particularly for impacted existing visa           

holders, which would also have positive benefits             

for the tourism industry to maintain strong             

relationships with various trade partners. 

2. Hold visa fees and increase visa caps 

Visa quotas on certain 462 visas provide barriers for some source countries, which are                           

consistently oversubscribed. Despite an extension of certain visa limits, the current quotas in                         

some countries (which can be as low as 100) have been a disincentive to travel agents                               

overseas to market Australia as a youth destination. Those that choose to do so balance the                               

costs of marketing and recruitment with the risk that the visa quota will be quickly reached.  

BYTAP supports the extension of visa caps to provide more opportunities for a culturally                           

diverse program, and to increase the number of visa grants and visa income from these                             

source countries.  

42 BYTE: ​WHV research preliminary results ​September 2015. 
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BYTAP also supports capping WHM visa fees for at least 5 years and offering subsidies or                               

fee-free options to restart the WHM program once international borders reopen, particularly                       

for WHMs granted visas who were adversely impacted by COVID-19.  

BYTAP also supports continued funding for Tourism Australia to focus promotional activities in                         

international source markets to maintain Australia’s position as an attractive working holiday                       

destination.  

3. Reduce complexity of 2nd and 3rd year visa conditions  

Through consultation with the tourism industry and travellers, BYTAP understands WHMs are                       

consistently challenged to maintain the minimum 3 month (‘88 days’) regional farm work                         

criteria in the first year, and 6 months (‘176 days’) in the second year, due to seasonality gaps                                   

in availability and consistency of work to meet the complex regional restrictions for eligible                           

work. Travellers report having to work for significantly longer than these minimum                       

requirements to be able to demonstrate eligible days of work, thus reducing available travel                           

time and tourism receipts throughout their duration of stay.  

There is also significant confusion and lack of clear information about the definition of a                             

standard day of work for each industry, which can result in discrepancies in second and third                               

year visa grants between travellers with the same number of standard work days. Similarly                           

the calculation of a ‘standard day’, also causes discrepancies and inequality in the number of                             

hours worked for many WHMs for the same visa extension.  

The low take up rate (​0.127%​) of the third year working holiday visa also signals an                               

opportunity for reform, with travellers and tourism operators indicating the 6 month minimum                         

requirement in an eligible job during the second year a barrier to a third year application,                               

depressing potential WHM tourism receipts and spend in regional Australia.  

With the success of allowing hospitality and tourism work in Northern Australia to count                           

towards the “88 days” for 462 visa holders, the extension of this to include hospitality and                               

tourism across regional Australia would support many businesses that find it difficult to attract                           

remote labor. The basis of the WHM program is one of cultural exchange, and experiences                             

such as working in remote locations across all of regional Australia add to the program’s                             

attraction, as well as providing a sustainable labour source for businesses to succeed in                           

otherwise restrictive labor supply locations.  

BYTAP supports reforms to the WHM program to simplify these complex visa conditions and                           

make eligible work more accessible across all regions of Australia as outlined in the following                             

recommendations.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

Immediate priorities  

1. Support WHMs still in country to remain 

a. Enable 417 and 462 visa holders to lodge an application for a free of charge                             

new visa or visa extension should they wish to remain in Australia. 

b. Offer a streamlined and simplified process of granting these extensions, with                     

consideration for WHMs inability to disperse for eligible work due to COVID-19                       

travel restrictions.  

c. Enable older visa holders, who fall over the age limit of 30 or 35 (depending on                               

which source country), a visa extension.  

2. Enable granted WHMs the opportunity to use their visa 

a. Waive visa fees and/or enable an automatic visa extension for WHMs who left                         

early and were unable to finish their visa due to COVID-19 or could not activate                             

a granted second or third year visa. 

b. Waive visa fees to enable an automatic extension of the effective date for                         

travellers issued with WHM visas but who were unable to enter Australia due                         

to COVID-19 travel restrictions. Effective dates could be reset for these visa                       

holders from when international borders with that country and Australia                   

re-open.  

c. Consider pandemics and associated government travel bans as               

compassionate grounds for a pro-rata visa credit or refunds of unused visas. 

3. Support the restart of the WHM program with critical visa reform 

a. Restart WHM visa processing.  

b. Establish a freeze on all WHM visa costs for 5 years.  

c. Increase age limits across all source countries to 35 years. 

d. Waive visa fees for returning WHMs to enable a second WHM visa after 12                           

months outside of Australia.  

e. Triple the caps in place on 462 visas for all WHM countries (and so providing                             

visas to meet demand) from the time borders reopen, excluding USA residents                       

where current demand is met.  

f. Simplify conditions for second and third year visa applications for eligible work,                       

changing a ‘standard day’ to an agreed number of hours worked. i.e. for the                           

second year visa, move from 88 days to 500 hours with a registered employer,                           

which can be tracked by the ATO.  

g. Enable WHMs to work an additional six months with one employer if they work                           

in the following high demand and critical sectors in any part of regional                         

Australia (i.e extending beyond Northern Australia), which are unable to be                     

filled by Australians: 
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i. agriculture, forestry and fishing 

ii. tourism and hospitality 

iii. mining and construction 

iv. childcare/au pair 

v. health care, disability care and aged care (similar to the current                     

relaxation of work hours for international students).  43

h. Continue enabling WHMs the ability to work in disaster or crisis management                       

as volunteers for registered charities and not-for profits such as BlazeAid, Red                       

Cross, Salvation Army - and have this recognised as eligible work.  

i. Provide funding for Tourism Australia to offer a 12 month promotional subsidy                       

to core source 417 and US residents for 12 months after borders reopen to                           

kick-start WHM arrivals and visa applications. i.e. fee-free or significantly                   

subsidised for new visas issued. 

j. Renew additional funding for Tourism Australia to focus for 3 years                     

(2021-2023) to target WHMs. 

k. Provide resourcing to improve Government information for WHMs on eligible                   

work, hours required for visa extensions and registered employers by region.  

4. Establish a COVIDSafe Corridor for WHM entry 

a. Establish a COVID-Safe Corridor to enable WHMs entry under a phased pilot 

program. See Appendix V for the BYTAP and National Farmers Federation 

recommended framework to safely restart the WHM program. 

b. Offer cost-neutral or more affordable secure quarantine options, with 

subsidies. 

Future proofing WHVs 

5. Less restrictive, more open WHM policies 

a. Continue bilateral negotiations targeting new countries to incorporate into the 

WHM program, prioritising those which will deliver most value to the tourism 

industry, including Switzerland, Brazil and Mexico.  

b. Enable WHMs to automatically extend their stay onto a 3 month tourist visa 

without leaving the country first.  

c. Reduction of the Working Holiday Maker (WHM) visa fee to $315 or less (i.e. 

back to 2012 level indexed as a minimum) rather than the current $485. 

d. Resolving of uncertainty around income tax payable by WHMs. 

e. Removal of the additional tax imposed on superannuation of WHMs (65% 

instead of 15% for Australians). 

f. Resourcing measures to increase compliance and to reduce wage theft and 

unfair employment conditions – e.g. licensing of labour hire contractors. 

43 Department of Home Affairs (May 2020)  ​Temporary relaxation of working hours for student visa 
holders 
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Ongoing support for tourism businesses 

Whilst continued support for WHM programs is an important long term goal, Australian                         

businesses reliant on WHMs and other international tourists will need ongoing support to                         

survive in the  meantime.  

BYTAP applauds the extension to the JobKeeper program to 31 March 2021 and supports                           

future iterations of the program to retain jobs for Australians, particularly for employers within                           

the tourism sector and in specific regions who face a significant fall in turnover. 

BYTAP supports the extension of government financial support packages to ensure tourism                       

and other small businesses remain operational, including interest free loans to support their                         

immediate cash flow and meet fixed costs, and State land rent waivers and other fees and                               

charges. Support should also be provided to incorporate non-traditional debt financing                     

solutions and assistance to transition to new business models. This is particularly critical for                           44

the youth tourism sector which already operates on slim margins, and in highly seasonal                           

businesses. 

44 ​OECD Forum - Rescuing SMEs from the COVID storm: What’s next?​; ​Financing SMEs and                             
Entrepreneurs 2020 An OECD Scoreboard 
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With the reopening of Australian borders, BYTAP also supports the extension of Export                         

Market Development Grants (EMDG) to provide inbound tourism businesses funds to invest in                         

international marketing efforts. 

BYTAP supports the establishment of programs to deliver advice and support to pivot                         

businesses towards domestic tourism, diversification and/or innovation.  

BYTAP also supports the sustainable resumption of the tourism industry following the WHO                         

guidelines for the recovery of the tourism sector , which includes: 45

1.  Focus on micro to medium tourism enterprises 

Channelling long-term support to small and medium enterprises, including targeted support                     

beyond initial relief measures will be needed for small and medium enterprises to continue                           

operating, including improvements to insolvency regimes , such as capping payments to                     46

incumbent insolvency firms, to ensure equitable distribution of funds for small business                       

creditors. 

2. Support for vulnerable groups 

Tourism is a valuable employer in regional and indigenous communities, and in many cases                           

the livelihood of youth, women, and other vulnerable groups. Consideration must be made for                           

employers of casual and seasonal workers, currently ineligible for JobKeeper.  

3. Investment in conservation, nature and cultural-based tourism infrastructure  

To ensure that Australian destinations maintain a diverse, attractive and sustainable offer,                       

BYTAP supports investment in tourism infrastructure, preservation and responsible tourism                   

policies and promotion. This will ensure the preservation of natural environments, cultural and                         

historical sites and other local regions at risk of over-tourism and climate change.  47

4. Marketing Australia as a Youth Tourism destination 

BYTAP supports Tourism Australia promoting the benefits of the WHM scheme both to                         

participants already onshore (who may wish to extend their current stay) and to potential                           

participants offshore (once a re-entry plan under a ‘secure corridor’ model is further                         

developed) - including specifically to those who had already been granted a visa but were                             

unable to take it up due to the crisis.    48

45 ​UNWTO One Planet Sustainable Tourism Programme (2020) - One Planet Vision for a Responsible                             
Recovery of the Tourism Sector 
46 ​OECD Forum - Rescuing SMEs from the COVID storm: What’s next? 
47 ​Why Australia might be at risk of ‘overtourism’.​;​ ​Research for TRAN Committee - 
Overtourism: impact and possible policy responses  European Parliament  Policy Department for 
Structural and Cohesion Policies  Brussels(2018)​; 
http://www gbrmpa gov au/news-room/latest-news/latest-news/coral-bleaching/2020/statement-coral-b
leaching-on-the-great-barrier-reef 
48 ​BYTAP WHM insights June 2020 
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BYTAP Contact 

BYTAP thanks the Committee for the opportunity to report on the Working Holiday Maker 

program and welcome the opportunity to have ​a BYTAP representative​ provide more 

information at a public hearing.  

For more information, please contact: 

Brendan McKenna 

BYTAP Committee 

Phone:

www.bytap.org 
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APPENDIX II - WHM VISA GRANTS & INCOME 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Source: Department of Home Affairs Data updated via ​YHA Australia submission to the inquiry Working Holiday Maker Reform                                   

package 
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