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1 February 2019 
 

Senator the Hon Zed Seselja 
Assistant Minister for Treasury and Finance 
The Treasury 
Langton Crescent  
Parkes, ACT 2600  
 
 
Dear Assistant Minister, 
 
As the peak body for Australia’s convention bureaux, the AACB welcomes this opportunity to lodge a 
pre-budget submission and recommends that the 2019-20 Budget include initiatives to support the 
growth of business events in order to contribute to Australia’s future economic and social wellbeing. 
 
Business events are the most lucrative part of the visitor economy, with business events delegates 
spending 77% more per day than leisure tourists. Internationally, governments support their 
business events industry, knowing that without appropriate investment, hundreds of millions of 
dollars of economic activity would otherwise be spent in another countries. 
 
While it is true that the government has allocated funds from the existing Tourism budget to invest in 
business events, the investments made by Asian governments are pricing Australian cities out of a 
fiercely competitive market. Australia’s position and market share in the international business 
events industry is slipping, despite the early success of the Bid Fund Program. 
 
To counteract this and increase Australia’s share in a lucrative international economy, we urge the 
Government to invest in three key areas: 
 
• Expand the bid fund program with additional new investment to $10 million per year. 
• Enlarge the electronic visa waiver program for business events delegates. 
• Invest in more robust business events metrics. 
 
These priorities support the broader policy positions of the Business Events Council of Australia and 
are outlined in our attached submission. 
 
Yours faithfully, 
 
 
 
 
 
Andrew Hiebl 
Chief Executive Officer 
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Executive Summary 
 

In June 2021, the world’s largest public transport convention will take place in Melbourne. The Union 
internationale des transports publics (UITP) Global Public Transport Summit will bring over 2000 
delegates to Victoria for a week and inject an estimated $10 million into the local economy1. 
 
Melbourne beat Berlin and Moscow for the rights to become the first southern hemisphere host city 
in over 25 years. Alongside its worthy claim to the world’s largest tram network and a well-organised 
and well-supported bid, Melbourne also had financial support from the Federal government. 
 

The UITP Global Summit was the first business event to qualify for the Australian Government’s Bid 
Fund Program (BFP), managed by Tourism Australia’s Business Events Australia unit. The $12 million 
fund finally lifts Australia’s competitiveness against its Asian and European rivals who have routinely 
used financial packages to bolster their convention bids for the past decade. Since the fund’s launch 
in March, some 69 applications have been approved, with a value of over $500 million in support2.  
 
The Government, including Tourism Australia, is to be congratulated for recognising the return on 
investment that the $12 million fund will achieve in terms of jobs through the value of expenditure 
by business visitors to Australia. Already 10 bids have been won with the help of the bid fund 
program worth an estimated $97 million of economic activity that might otherwise have been lost3. 
However, we believe that the early success of the fund needs to be solidified by a guarantee of 
increased future funding. 
 

The economic benefit that business events bring to Australia cannot be understated. Delegates 
spend twice that of a leisure visitor and the one million conference delegates and exhibition 
attendees who flew into Australian from overseas in 2017 collectively spent almost $5 billion in 
accommodation, dining, transport and other expenses. However, Australia is not able to best 
capitalise on the growth in business travel from our neighbours in Asia. Delegates from many Asian 
nations face onerous and costly visa application fees, in contrast to European business travellers. This 
imbalance must be addressed through the expansion of electronic visa waiver schemes. 
 
As the county enters more economically uncertain times, business events provide a steady and 
growing source of income for hundreds of thousands of workers in our cities and towns. Yet funding 
for accurate recording of the sector’s impact has been reduced. As one of the tourism sectors 
identified by the federal government as high growth, the business events industry is calling for 
adequate funding for effective economic impact measurement. 
 

We have detailed these policy requirements in our submission below and would welcome the 
opportunity to outline any of these positions with Treasury. 
                                                 
1 Business Events Bid Fund delivers first win, Media release, Minister for Trade, Tourism and Investment, The Hon Steven Ciobo MP, 
Canberra, 17 May 2018 
2 Business Events Australia Bid Fund Progress report 2018, Tourism Australia December 2018  
3 Business Events Australia Bid Fund Progress report 2018, Tourism Australia December 2018  
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Priority 1. Expand the successful bid fund program 
 
For both economic and social reasons, the bid fund program needs to be built upon and expanded. 
We seek new additional investment to boost the program to $10 million per annum or $40 million 
over four years, as per the industry’s initial request. 
 
In previous pre-budget submissions, the business events industry had united behind calls for federal 
funds to enable Australian convention bureaux to adequately compete with those in other locations 
offering financial support for infrastructure and logistics. In May 2018 the government responded to 
these demands with an evidence-based appraisal of the lost opportunities presented by effectively 
being out-bid of major international conference hosting rights. The result was a bid fund worth some 
$12 million over three years. 
 
Convention bureaux are the agencies tasked with attracting major meetings, incentives, conventions 
and exhibitions to our cities and regions. The sector requiring the largest access to the bid fund is the 
international association convention industry, which accounted for 68% of bids supported by the 
fund. These multi-day conferences bring in thousands of delegates from around the world, providing 
both economic stimulus to our regions, and exposure to the world’s leading thinkers, business 
people and government officials. For this reason, Australian cities face the greatest competition to 
attract these mega events. They are also, however, extremely expensive to stage, leading organisers 
to seek government assistance.  
 
Employee reward travel, or incentive programs, accounted for some 30% of bid fund applications. 
This sector is the most price sensitive of all, with travel agents organising mass group visits to luxury 
accommodation and Australia’s world-famous attractions. Any saving that can be offered as part of 
the bid proposition makes Australia more competitive against other cost-effective destinations. 
 
The current cycle of funding expires in financial year 2020-21, with eligibility restricted to supporting 
bids where a decision will be taken by 30 June 2021. This may sound far away, but most major 
international conventions take at least three years to organise, pushing bid decision dates out 
beyond that. 2021’s global international conventions are being bid on now4. For this reason, we need 
Government to extend the bid fund beyond the initial forward estimates timeframe. 
 
The AACB and its convention bureau members across Australia stand ready to work with Tourism 
Australia to review the implementation of the bid fund program to date, submit industry-based 
recommendations to improve its success, and expand the program to further benefit metropolitan 
and regional Australia. 
 
Similarly, the business events sector is seeking certainty around the fund in the event of any transfer 
of tourism as a portfolio out of Trade and Investment.  
                                                 
4 2016 ICCA Statistics Report, International Congress & Convention Association, Amsterdam 2017  
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Priority 2. Enlarge the electronic visa waiver program  
 
Beyond the bid fund, work needs to progress on reform to Australia’s visitor visa program. Business 
events are reliant on international travel and the continued growth of the industry depends on 
growth from Asia. This is also particularly true of incentive travel source markets. Yet, Australia 
restricts access to this very market. Unlike Europeans, many Asian visitors face an expensive visitor 
visa option.  
 
This policy is not reflective of the costs associated with administering the visa process. In the 
business space, our analysis shows it may deter fewer visitors than in the leisure end, but delegation 
sizes are typically 15-20% smaller than for conferences held in visa-free countries in Asia. The 
industry would like to see the renewed expansion of electronic travel authorities (ETAs) for Asian 
countries, as commenced under the Howard Government. 
 
At present, over 30 percent of international delegates coming to Australia are from Asia, but the 
growth prospects are greater than any other market as the middle class expands and business 
meetings take priority5. In particular, outbound business delegations from Indonesia, Malaysia, India 
and Thailand are all expected to double over the next decade. 
 
Incentive travel is a popular management tool to incentivise and encourage productivity and 
performance, particularly in China and India, where top salespeople are rewarded with overseas 
travel. Australia competes in a highly price sensitive market to attract these groups6. Yet there is 
disparity between these Asian source markets. Citizens of some, namely Singapore, Hong Kong, 
Malaysia and Taiwan, have access to the $20 electronic travel authority (ETA) visa waiver, while most 
other Asians (including Indians and mainland Chinese) must instead apply for $140 business visitor 
visas, plus lodgement costs7. Application and processing time further impacts Australia’s 
competitiveness.  
 
When visa costs are too high, it deters travel8. In the case of conference delegates, budgetary 
constraints play a major role in securing approval to travel for around 60 percent of delegates9. As 
the AACB has maintained for several years, the best way of extending easier visa access to business 
event delegates would be to examine extending electronic visa fee-free entry to those attending 
priority business events. Extending the ETA class to low-risk, high yield delegates is in line with the 
government’s commitment to simplify visas where it supports the economic goals of Australia.  

                                                 
5 Australia’s international business events sector: the economic and strategic value proposition. Deloitte Access Economics 2014.  
6 Reforms to Modernise Australia’s Visa System, Association of Australian Convention Bureaux, Canberra, September 2017  
7 Explore visa options, Department of Immigration and Citizenship, Canberra December 2018 
8 The Impact of Visa Facilitation in APEC Economies, UN World Tourism Organization and World Travel & Tourism Council, Madrid, 2013  
9 Association Conference Delegate Behaviour, Tourism Australia, Sydney August 2016 
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Priority 3. Invest in more robust business events metrics 
 
The business events sector backs urgent reform to the industry measurement and metrics, as 
supplied by Austrade. The arrivals information on conference delegates is incomplete and 
inconsistent. This was not always the case: in 2014 the overseas arrivals and departure data collected 
by the Australian Bureau of Statistics and analysed by Tourism Research Australia was regarded as 
the gold standard internationally. Recent resourcing issues have reversed this. 
 
By 2022, direct tourism employment will overtake manufacturing to become Australia’s number one 
employer10. But Australia is lagging behind our rivals in funding tourism promotion, notably New 
Zealand11. The argument put by government is that Tourism Australia and related agencies are able 
to work smarter than other countries’ destination marketers and do more with less. However, this 
relies on effective metrics and analytics. 
 
For example, although visitors to Australia are estimated to spend $15 for every $1 in government 
funding Tourism Australia receives12, the best estimate is that business delegates spend 150% more. 
 
However, state governments are now struggling to make the business case for such investment, not 
least because future projections are not as easily available. The return on investment figures also rely 
on multipliers contained within the Tourism Satellite Account methodology that are considered by 
the industry to downplay the true economic impact business events have on host cities. 
 
For this reason, an infrastructure audit is required to map the future needs of the business events 
industry in both the major cities and regional Australia. A parallel would be the $14.3 million 
allocated to Austrade to deliver the Tourism Demand Driver Infrastructure program. 
 
We also need better measurement of existing business travellers on which to base our forward 
projections13. Like many in the tourism industry we would like to see the series continuity of the 
national and international visitor surveys. Further, this should be complimented by rich sources of 
big data to build robust business cases for business events infrastructure as well as marketing 
investment. 
 
  

                                                 
10 Albert Stafford, Tourism: Supercharging Australia’s Future, Tourism & Transport Forum, Sydney January 2018  
11 Australian Chamber - Tourism’s 2017-18 Pre-budget submission to Treasury, February 2017  
12 Australian Chamber - Tourism’s 2017-18 Pre-budget submission to Treasury, February 2017  
13 International Business Events Forward Calendar - Analysis of bids won, bids lost and the bid pipeline, Association of Australian Convention 
Bureaux, Canberra, January 2018  
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Conclusion 
 
We fully support calls for destination marketing funds to be increased in real terms to allow Australia 
to regain pole position. Yet conventions, which bring thousands of high-yield and highly influential 
business visitors to our shore, have a much higher return on investment for government investment 
than do leisure travellers. Conference organisers increasingly seek support from governments to 
mitigate the risks of hosting their event in various destinations and state governments offer this 
supporting the form of civic receptions, free public transport and access to marketing funds. 
 
Now, in having a formal federal bid fund program in addition to state government funds, Australia is 
reacting to a growing global trend towards direct financial support. A recent US survey of 400 
conference organisers found financial incentives to be the single biggest host city decision 
influencer14. 
 
We also need to ensure that convention bureaux, whose role it is to market cities and regions to the 
world with the specific goal of securing large business events, are fully supported through the federal 
Export Market Development Grant scheme and not negatively impacted by the implementation of 
double-dipping rules15. 
 
Finally, because the twenty-first century is one built by ideas, human talent and the flows of capital 
are as important as the mercantile trade of the nineteenth century16. Those cities that are best 
connected by air routes are those that will prosper, so growth in air transport must continue. 
Further, more needs to be done to upgrade our urban infrastructure to ensure we have smart cities 
to welcome international business events delegates. 
 
In conclusion, the business events industry is pleased that the bid fund program is now in operation 
and achieving results in terms of successful bids. While early indications show it is on the right track, 
the program needs to be expanded and refined. 
 
Focus now needs to shift to reforming business visitor visas to ensure that we maximise the Asian 
knowledge century that is in full swing. If we do not embrace the tiger on our doorstep, there are 
plenty of other countries with the welcome mat laid out.   
 
 

                                                 
14 Executive Perspective 2016, Destination Marketing Insights from Meeting Executives, Kliman Group for Fulcrum Media, Santa Rosa, 
January 2016  
15 AACB Submission to the 2015 Review of the Export Market Development Grants Scheme, Melbourne, March 2015  
16 Wastnage, Justin, American airport cities: Lessons for Western Sydney Airport, May 2018, United States Studies Centre at the University 
of Sydney 
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