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INDUSTRY OVERVIEW
About the AACB
The Association of Australian Convention Bureaux (AACB) is
the peak business events network driving economic
prosperity for Australia. The Association brings together
Australia’s most influential city and regional convention
bureaux, each dedicated to marketing their specific regions
as premier business events destinations. AACB and its
members represent more than 1,800 tourism and events
businesses across Australia.
We welcome the opportunity to provide comment on what
a recovered business events industry can offer Australia’s
Migration Program in 2021-22 and beyond.

What are convention bureaux?
Convention bureaux are the drivers of business events
coming to the country with the support of industry. They
directly bid for business events affiliated with the fastest
growing global industries and facilitate the engagement of
local businesses in conventions won for their host
destinations. Convention bureaux models vary across
Australia, but typically rely on a mix of public funding from
state or territory and local governments, and private
investment through membership and cooperative marketing.

What are business events?
In 2018-19, business events directly generated $35.7 billion
in expenditure and 229,000 jobs 1.

THE VALUE OF BUSINESS
EVENTS TO AUSTRALIA
Over 43.7 million people
attended more than 484,000
business events across Australia in
2018-19.
These business events directly
generated:

> $35.7 billion
in direct expenditure

> $17.2 billion
in direct value added

> 229,000
direct jobs

> $11.1 billion
in direct wages
The Value of Business Events to Australia by
Ernst & Young for the Business Events Council of
Australia, March 2020.

The Business Events Council of Australia (BECA) defines ‘business events’ as the collective term referring
to meetings, incentives (reward travel programs), conventions, and exhibitions 2.
Business events are essentially an in-person communication medium generated by corporations,
associations (not-for-profits) and governments. These organisations choose this form of communication to
deliver a message, to train, to sell product, to reward, to promote goods and services, to educate, to
celebrate or to collaborate on issues and identify solutions.
The event may be hosted in a large purpose-built convention centre, university, resort, hotel, or even held
in a regional town hall, and collectively generate millions of accommodation nights annually around the
country. They also drive significant business activity for event organisers, exhibition and event suppliers,
caterers, speakers and entertainers, travel agents and airlines.
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Deloitte Access Economics has described the business events sector as “a high-value, fast-growing
component of the visitor economy”. One in five dollars spent by international visitors to Australia is spent
by a delegate attending a business event. In addition, international delegates spend, on average, 21%
more than other international visitors over the course of their trip – and 77% more per day 3.
However, the business events sector augments economic activity well beyond tourism. It underpins
knowledge transfer and stimulates trade and investment. International business events play a significant
role in building a more productive and more diverse Australian economy.
Around the world, business events are being used as strategic tools for attracting trade, investment, and
global talent. Governments invest in the business events sector because they recognise not just the high
yield, but also the long-term benefits accruing from growth in the visitor and knowledge-based
economies.

Business event types
•

Meetings and Conventions are by far the largest component of the business events industry in
Australia by total size and expenditure. A convention is a meeting of delegates for action on specific
matters. These may be matters of politics, trade, science, or technology, among others. Conventions
usually involve a general session and supplementary smaller meetings. They can be produced with
exhibitions. Most conventions have a repetitive cycle, the most common of which is annual.
Other business event types within this spectrum include meeting, conference, congress, forum,
symposium, lecture, seminar, workshop, clinic, panel, and retreat.

•

Incentives generate the largest average direct expenditure per attendee. They are used by
corporations to motivate employees to achieve company objectives, usually a sales target, but
incentive reward travel can also be to motivate a behavioural change or reduce an operating cost or
to stimulate innovation.

•

Exhibitions are the largest event type on a per event basis in terms of average direct expenditure and
attendance per event. The exhibition format features physical displays, usually by vendors of goods
and services, to present a ‘marketplace’ showcasing a vast array of new equipment, technology, and
ideas. Standalone exhibitions are often developed by and owned by entrepreneurial exhibition
organisers, some of which are global companies that determine the feasibility of staging shows in
certain destinations. These exhibitions are increasingly including education and knowledge sharing
sessions through parallel seminars. Likewise, trade shows form an important component of many
association conventions. Exhibitions cover both trade and public consumer events.
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CONNECTION TO MIGRATION
Temporary Migration - Visitors
The business events industry has been one of the quiet achievers of the Australian economy – growing at
around 6% annually since 2014, directly contributing over $35.7 billion in economic activity in 2018-19 and
employing over 229,000 people across a broad range of sectors and trades. 4 In 2018-19, 43.7 million
delegates attended more than 484,000 business events across Australia. 5 The direct industry gross value
added by business events now sits at more than $17 billion.
Business events attract visitors that would not have come to Australia if the business event had not been
held. Convention delegates and incentive group participants tend to be high-net-worth professionals.
According to Tourism Research Australia’s international visitor survey (IVS), over one million visitors stated
‘business’ as their main reason for travelling to Australia, for the year ending December 2019. Almost all
these visitors would have attended at least one business event during their stay.
Alternatively, the Australian Bureau of Statistics revealed that over 675,000 short-term visitors stated
‘business’ as their primary purpose of visit to Australia for the same 12-month period, while a further
329,660 stated ‘convention/conference’ – an 8.6 per cent year-on-year increase.
It is estimated that while 61% of delegates are on a repeat visit, 39% are on their first visit to Australia.
Further, 60% intend to return to Australia within two years with family and friends.

Permanent Migration – Global Talent Program
Business events are unique in that they are the only tourism sector that provides a vision of confirmed
future business. Harnessing this knowledge allows Government to plan access to key global decision
makers, and promote ‘live, work, and invest’ opportunities.
In 2019, the Global Talent Program was launched by the Government. The initial goal under the Program
was to identify and proactively recruit up to an ambitious 5,000 highly skilled migrants in selected
industries to Australia each year, who would receive a fast-tracked process to permanent residency. In its
initial year, Program outcomes reached 4,109 skilled migrants. In 2020-21, planning levels for the program
are set at an increased 15,000.
The seven selected industry sectors include AgTech, FinTech, MedTech, Cyber Security, Energy and
Mining Technology, Space and Advanced Manufacturing, and Quantum Information/ Advanced Digital/
Data Science and ICT.
The Department of Home Affairs has recognised business events as a key mechanism to attract global
talent – and convention bureaux play an important role in attracting business events to Australia.
One of the first business events to showcase the Global Talent Program was evokeAG – Asia Pacific’s
largest agri-food tech event. Over 1,300 delegates from 22 countries gathered in Melbourne, presenting a
unique opportunity for the Department to meet with specialists from the agricultural industry.
Likewise, the business events industry can support and promote other Australian permanent skilled
migration programs such as Distinguished Talent and the Business Innovation and Investment Program.
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COVID-19 IMPACT ON BUSINESS EVENTS
COVID-19 impact
In March 2020, Australia’s business events industry rapidly shutdown with the escalation of government
responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. The ongoing impact of the pandemic and the Australian
Government’s response is continuing to be felt across the economy. For business events, our reliance
on in-person gatherings and interactions of people were particularly exposed to the necessary
ongoing public health orders and restrictions. As a result, 96% of business events scheduled for 2020
in Australia were cancelled or postponed. 6 Major international business events due to be held in
Australia in 2021 are increasingly in doubt.
Across the business events industry, the required cancellation of events has seen a near 100% loss of
revenue. The total lost value for the business events industry has been estimated at up to $35.7 billion
over the 12 to 15 months following the initial restrictions introduced in March 2020. 7
Revenue for January and February of 2020 was reduced to approximately 10% year-on-year due to the
impacts of the summer bushfires and the escalating COVID-19 situation internationally. As early as
January last year, before governments formally put in place their restrictions, global associations and
businesses were making the decision that the risk was too high for their members and employees to
be travelling.
For business event operators, this prompted difficult business decisions including cuts to casual
workforces and redundancies for part-time and full-time staff, many of whom had built careers in the
industry. Staffing losses across the industry were estimated at over 92,000 between the end of 2019
and 30 June 2020. 8
The situation continues to be unprecedented and the business events industry has not just been facing
hibernation but total dislocation and complete loss.
The Australian Government’s economy-wide measures to support businesses, employers, and
employees (in particular the JobKeeper payment and the Cash Flow boost) have been an important
lifeline to many in the industry and has helped support some of the business events industry’s
workforce in the immediate term through to the cessation of JobKeeper 2.0 in March 2021.
For the remainder of 2020, it was made clear that the business events industry would not be in full
recovery mode given the long lead times for events to be held and revenue to start flowing again. In
fact, 52 per cent of business events businesses believe it will take 1-2 years to recover, while 40 per
cent of businesses believe it will take 3-5 years to return to pre-crisis levels.
Without the ongoing support from the JobKeeper extension, the number of businesses that would
have gone broke and staff who lost their jobs would have increased dramatically at the end of
September 2020.
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The longer-term situation continues to look bleak – without new business events being planned,
booked, and providing cashflow to businesses, the industry is mostly unable to maintain its large
workforce when unsupported. This leaves the industry unable to sustain its capacity to recover over the
medium-term or to position itself for a rebound when market conditions improve. Demand for business
events has completely dropped off and stimulating demand for future events requires a return of
business confidence across the economy, significant upfront investment, resourcing, retraining and
industry coordination.
The situation was immediate and distressing for an industry that has been growing annually and was, just
prior to the coronavirus outbreak, successfully showcasing Australia’s credentials to major business event
decision-makers and planners from across the globe. 9

AACB’s Forward Calendar of International Business Events
At January 2020, Australia’s convention bureaux had secured 368 international business events for the
nation – 183 to be held in 2020, attracting approximately 100,000 overseas delegates. However, by July
2020, 59 of these international business events had cancelled, with 129 postponed to a future tentative or
unknown date, also at risk of cancelling if local and global conditions do not improve.

Minister for Trade, Tourism and Investment, Media Release, 3 December 2019. Available from www.trademinister.gov.au/minister/simonbirmingham/media-release/showcasing-australias-credentials-leading-business-events-destination.
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CURRENT VISA SETTINGS FOR BUSINESS EVENTS –
A BARRIER FOR RECOVERY

Most delegates arrive on visitor visas
There are many visa classes relevant to the business events sector (see table). Most delegates and
attendees arrive on visitor visas. The subclass of visa depends on their country of citizenship.
Delegates from the European Union and neighbouring states are eligible for the eVisitor visa (subclass
651), which has no visa application charge (VAC) and is granted electronically. Similarly, US, Canadian and
six highly developed Asian states have access to the Electronic Travel Authority (subclass 601) with a VAC
of just $20.
By contrast, most other Asian travellers must apply for the full visitor visa (subclass 600). This attracts a
VAC of $145 plus associated translation and lodgement costs 10.
However, in the face of an industry in collapse due to COVID-19, Australia’s business events recovery is
jeopardised by its visa program that grants free instant visas to Europeans, $20 easy visas to North
Americans, but obliges most Asian visitors to apply for a costly and complex visitor visa.
But business events in Australia rely on delegates and speakers from Asia to be commercially viable
events. This absence of Asian preference in visa issuance could be damaging and is at odds with both a
free trade agenda and the Government’s recovery and rebound policies.
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MAIN VISITOR VISA CLASSES FOR DELEGATES ATTENDING BUSINESS EVENTS IN AUSTRALIA
Visa type

Special
Category visa
(subclass 444)

eVisitor
(subclass 651)

Electronic Travel
Authority
(subclass 601)

Visitor
(Subclass 600)

Nationalities

New Zealand

36 European
countries
(27 EU
+ UK
+ 4 EFTA
+ 4 microstates)

eVisitor countries
+ Brunei, Canada,
Hong Kong, Malaysia,
Singapore, South
Korea, Taiwan, USA

All other countries (including high growth
markets such as China, India, Indonesia, and
Thailand)
Five streams:
Tourist, Sponsored family, Business visitor,
Frequent traveller, Approved Destination Status

Fee

$0

$0

$20

$145-$1020

Application

On arrival

Online

Online

Paper or online, depending on nationality

Validity

Unlimited

3 months

3, 6 or 12-month

3, 6 or 12-month

Entries

Multiple

Single

Single

Single (except Frequent Traveller)

Looking at the recovery of the industry in 2021-22, we would envisage countries such as China, India,
Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam as among those priority markets for business events whose growth will
be hampered by the cost of visa issuance. Secondary markets such as those in South America are also
affected.
Australian business event destinations already compete against cities in Asia with more liberal visa
programs. Evidence from major business event bids suggests that Australia’s rivals use their easier entry
requirements as a selling point. To this regard Singapore leads the pack, with citizens of almost 80% of
the world’s countries granted visa-free travel for short-stay business trips. Similarly, citizens of all but 46
countries can travel to Hong Kong for a short trip without a visa.

Yet, as has been demonstrated elsewhere in the world, visas stop people from travelling. If the cost of
obtaining a visa (both financial and time) is too high, potential travellers will go elsewhere 11. Looking
specifically at the markets likely to be targeted after COVID-19, China and India are both major potential
source markets for inbound visitors but have considerable visa fees attached.

The Impact of Visa Facilitation on Job Creation in the G20 Economies, World Tourism Organization and World Travel & Tourism Council, United
Nations, Madrid, 2012.
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Other visas affecting the business events industry
While the bulk of delegates enter on a visitor visa, many professionals in the industry, from speakers to
specialised technical crew also need to enter on temporary work visas (typically subclasses 408 or 400).
With expert event personnel that travel globally with the international business event regarded as ‘Short
Stay Specialists’, Australia is seen as uncompetitive. The paperwork per employee is complex, expensive,
and unnecessarily requires the applicant to evidence that they are not taking a local job during the 1-2
weeks they are scheduled to deliver the event in Australia. Reforms to simplify the temporary work visa
subclasses to reflect the low risk of these applicants would be welcomed by international event organisers.
ENTRANT TYPES RELEVANT TO THE BUSINESS EVENTS SECTOR
Delegates: Most delegates enter on visitor visas.
Situation:

•
•
•
•

Delegates from New Zealand enter on special category visa (subclass 444)
Delegates from Europe eligible for the fee-free eVisitor (subclass 651)
Delegates from eight “low-risk” nations enter on a $20 Electronic Travel Authority
(subclass 601)
Most other delegates enter on a business visitor visa (subclass 600)

Paid Participants: Speakers, presenters, performers, or other paid contributors require a special visa.
Situation:

•

Speakers, performers, entertainers, presenters, and even foreign media all require Temporary
Activity visa (subclass 408) to attend conventions.

Event Personnel: Event project management or specialist construction workers require work visas.
Situation:

•

Event staff, technical experts and foreign journalists require a Temporary Work (Short Stay
Specialist) visa (subclass 400) to attend a business event.

Venue Staff: Casual and permanent staff from overseas also require work visas.
Situation:

•

Conference venues require both full-time workers on Temporary Work (Skilled) visa (subclass
457) and casual Working Holiday Makers (subclass 417 and 462) to staff major events.

Visa benchmark review
AACB supports the Government’s commitment to “benchmark Australia's visa settings against our major
international tourism competitors, as well as identify areas for improvement” 12. We have yet to receive any
formal details of this review, yet the time to assess our global competitiveness is now.
Asian leaders have highlighted the significant disparity between the laborious and costly visa application
processes of many Asian travellers against the easy access afforded to Australians visiting in the other
direction 13. So, in addition to diplomacy matters, Australia’s visa simplification and reform agenda can be
leveraged to aid in the COVID recovery phase.

International Event Coordinator Network (IECN)
Similarly, the AACB supports the International Event Coordinator Network established by Immigration.
The IECN provides free advice on visas to event organisers across both major and business events. The
recommendation to register events with the IECN to ease in visa processing is a welcome service and will
be an important step in a post-COVID world to communicate with and pre-screen delegates.

12
13

Our Plan to Back Australian Tourism and Jobs, Liberal Party of Australia, Sydney, May 2019
Elias Visontay, Scott Morrison to rethink visa entry for Indonesians, The Australian, 10 February 2020

9

SOLUTION: SHORT & LONG-TERM REFORM
Encourage low-risk, high-yield
While business travellers are generally less price-sensitive than leisure travellers, Tourism Australia recently
found that in the case of association convention delegates, budgetary constraints play a major role in
securing approval to travel for around 60% of delegates 14.
Australia is falling behind comparable countries when it comes to visa policy, as our competitive set is
beginning to make changes to their visa application processes and charges. Australia was a pioneer in
electronic visa waiver schemes, with the ETA introduced for Singaporean nationals in 1996 – the first of its
kind globally. Now the USA, Canada, New Zealand, and the European Union have similar advanced
screening electronic schemes in place.
The federal government has made significant progress in reducing complexity, shifting 153 countries from
paper to electronic visas since 201013. It has also introduced 10-year multiple entry visas to encourage
repeat visitation for Chinese and Indian visitors, which is also a welcome step forward.
The case also exists for a policy shift to ease visa access for low-risk, high-yield visitors. As well as being
higher yielding visitors, delegates are lower risk. International delegates are far less likely to overstay a visa
and have a higher visa grant rate than leisure travellers 15.

Short-term: Visa Application Charge waiver
If we are to rebuild our business events industry after COVID-19, our strategy must consider incentives
and visa fee reimbursements or waivers – administered in bulk at time of visa processing for groups. In the
COVID recovery phase, positive first impressions that spread back to source markets will be essential.
Looking at 2019 arrivals, some 1.8 million citizens of non eVisitor or ETA countries entered for short stays.
Based on the current average fee, this equates to revenue to Treasury of $369 million. With around 4% of
all short-term visitor arrivals citing ‘convention/conference’ as the primary purpose for travel to Australia 16,
the cost to reimburse or waive visa fees would equate to approximately $18 million on 2019 numbers.
2019 SHORT TERM VISITOR ARRIVALS BY VISA TYPE
Visitor visa

Arrivals (2019)

Current fee (average)

Estimated revenue

1.8m

$205*

$369m

72,000

$245

$18m

ETA

3.1m

$20

$62m

eVisitor

3.2m

$0

-

NZ special

1.4m

$0

-

Total

9.5m

-

$431m

Visitor visa (600)
of which 4% attend a
convention/conference

Source: 3401.0 - Overseas Arrivals and Departures, Australia, Jan 2020, Australian Bureau of Statistics
*answers on notice on average visa application fee of subclass 600 visa given to Tourism Visa Advisory Group June 2015.
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Many of our Asian rivals have already made it easier of business travellers to attend business events.
Singapore, South Korea, and Hong Kong, for example, have visa-free entry requirements for visitors from
almost all Asian, European, and North American countries.
The government’s investment through Tourism Australia’s Business Events Bid Fund already helps bring
strategic international business events of national significance to Australia. We would see close alignment
between this bid fund and the VAC waiver program, meaning that the VAC waiver must be approved at
the bidding stage to add value to the bid proposition.
We would recommend a short-term definable trial of the Visa Application Charge (VAC) waiver on the
corporate incentive market, since this sector brings more definable groups than other business event
types. Until the restrictions for 2021 are better understood, it may be some time before large international
business events take place. However, smaller corporate business meetings and incentive groups would be
perfect pioneers of the VAC waiver, not least since they tend to book through one centralised travel
management company or inbound tour operator.

Long-term: Electronic low-cost visas for all business events
For the Australian business events sector, a longer-term solution would be to introduce a special subclass
of visa for those attending major international business events. The easiest way of applying this would be
to enable delegates attending approved conventions or incentive group travel to apply for a ‘business
events stream’ of the 600-subclass visitor visa. India, for example, now has a special category of visa for
major conventions endorsed by its federal or state governments 17.
A minimum threshold of delegates could be set, and entry could be restricted by duration or geographic
location if required. The evidentiary proof required could easily be provided since almost 100% of
conventions and exhibitions use a digital ticketing program to manage admission. This would also enable
the Department to monitor the delegates’ attendance at the events. Incentive tour operators and
corporate travel agents could also provide itineraries in a format acceptable to the Department for
evidencing purposes. In the post-COVID world, as we compete for scarce few major international business
events, price of entry into Australia is a barrier we must remove.
In terms of long-term sustainability, this visa would also offer visitor metrics that are currently difficult to
obtain within existing Government research models. Robust data would help the industry better plan and
focus on higher yield, lower risk events into the future.

Focus on China and India
Both China and India feature in the top ten business events markets ranked by average delegate spend
and would be an evident priority for COVID recovery. The 84,000 Chinese nationals attending a business
event in Australia in 2019 spent $317 million, while the 59,000 Indian delegates spent $232 million 18.
For the price sensitive Chinese market, visa fees are often a deal breaker. For example, a 2018 Chinese
Leadership Incentive of 8,000 delegates was lost to New Zealand which waived NZ$2 million in visa fees.
In this context, a VAC waiver solution for Australia would be a gamechanger for such groups.

17
18

Indian Conference Visa, VFS Global, Dehli, 2016
International Visitor Survey, Tourism Research Australia, 2020

11

CONCLUSION
As has been demonstrated internationally, reducing visa application fees stimulates demand. The
Association of Australian Convention Bureaux recommends that:
1. In the short-term, Australia to introduce Visa Application Charge (VAC) waivers for all attendees of
approved international business events.
2. The initial VAC waiver focus should be on corporate incentive travel groups, where the booking is
made through a single entity and administered in bulk.
3. The Government should move to a longer-term ‘business events stream’ of the 600-subclass
visitor visa to enable long-term incentivisation of the market and offer additional robust metrics.
For Australia’s skilled migration program to best maximise the business events industry as a key
mechanism to attract global talent and reach its program targets, we must introduce policies that will
allow the industry to recover and rebound in the aftermath of COVID-19.
Australia will face aggressive competition for international business events and the global talent they
attract to the host destination. As such, the trend towards governments offsetting the cost of staging
major business events will continue to grow, particularly in Asia 19. Those countries that mitigate the
financial risk associated with hosting events and present progressive visa programs will be highly sought
after in a post COVID-19 world.
Before COVID-19, Australia was already losing major business events due to the high cost of access.
AACB’s research states that across 2019, Australia lost 176 international bids valued at more than $500
million in delegate expenditure. 17 per cent of these losses were due specifically to the high total cost of
hosting a business event in Australia, including airfares and visas. This increased to 21 per cent when
looking at the corporate market in isolation.
Business visitors are among the highest yielding travellers to Australia. One in five dollars spent by
international visitors to Australia is spent by a business event delegate 20. Looking at the incentive travel
sector the return is even greater, with international incentive delegate spending 6.5 times more than
holiday visitors on average per day and can be up to 9.4 times more per trip 21.
New ideas are crucial to Australia's future prosperity and rely on collaboration with global experts, much
of which happens at meetings, conventions, incentives, and exhibitions. Therefore, during these
unprecedented times, Australia must use all the tools in its armoury to ensure we are able to capitalise on
our COVID success story to attract the smart, high-yield, low-risk visitors of tomorrow.
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