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Dire outlook for tourism industry
Summary

The Tourism Committee is forecasting a four per cent drop in the number of tourists next year, which spells a five hundred million dollar drop in revenue and the possibility of job losses. Tourism is the latest industry bracing for the flow on effects of the global financial crisis, next year is shaping up to be the worst year for Australian tourism since the boom began 20 years ago.

Transcript

Scott Bevan, Presenter: Welcome to the program. I'm Scott Bevan. It's worth about $90 billion to the Australian economy each year, but tourism is the latest industry bracing for the flow on effects of the global financial crisis. 

A report released today by Tourism Australia's Forecasting Committee says inbound tourist numbers are falling. The tourism committee is forecasting a 4% drop in the number of visitors next year, which spells a $500 million fall in revenue, and the possibility of job losses. 

The dire warning comes ahead of a full impact of an international recession, which is expected to add to the tourism industry's woes.

Ross Bray reports.

Paul Hogan: G'day, thought I might be able to see America from up here. They are just across the Pacific, you know. Hello, looks like a boatload of your countrymen coming in now.

Ross Bray: This is the ad campaign putting Australia on the world tourism map.

Paul Hogan: Got to fill the icebox. And fire up the barbie.

Ross Bray: Australia rose from America's 78th most desired vacation destination to number one.

Paul Hogan: G'day.

Ross Bray: Airing in the 1980s, they saw inbound tourism to Australia break the million people per year barrier.

Olivia Wirth, Tourism Transport Forum: It introduced a new part of the Australia, part of the Australian character to people that they weren't known of before. It was an attractive Paul Hogan; friendly open and welcoming.

(Extract from TV ad: 'Red and yellow and pink and green...')

Ross Bray: Next year will be a different story. It's predicted to be one of the worst tourism years for almost two decades.

Bernard Salt, Tourism Forecasting Committee: What we are looking at in 2009 is a one in a 20-year event, and, of course it's been caused by the global financial crisis.

(Extract from TV ad: 'We bought you a beer...')

Ross Bray: Already tourist operators are feeling the pinch.

(TV ad continues: 'We are on the way down to the front gate.')

Anthony Haworth, Captain Cook Cruises: Yeah, certainly the last three months and the next six will be undoubtedly the toughest period of time for us. That we have faced in the last 38 years.

Ross Bray: It was Anthony Haworth's father who started Captain Cook Cruises 38 years ago. Now they are one of the best known cruise operators on Sydney Harbour. About half of the people on their boats are overseas visitors, the other half locals. Already this company is seeing a tourist downturn, and they are expecting worst to come.

Anthony Haworth: I think that's going to be pretty right. I think the drop in international tourism will be strong, particularly in the early part of 2009. We are working hard on building our domestic profile and building our domestic marketing programs, so that we can try to make up some of that shortfall.

Ross Bray: But this is not the first downturn suffered by the tourism industry. Olivia Wirth is the executive director of the Transport and Tourism Forum, a national body representing tourism interest. She says the past decade has been full of shocks.

Olivia Wirth: We had the Asian financial crisis, we had the terrorism attacks in 2001, which led to an unstable global travel market and, of course, 2003.

Ross Bray: You have to go back to the pilot strike of 1989 to find a bigger decrease in the inbound tourist market. That was a 7% fall.

Following each setback the industry rebuilt. Last year 5.5 million people visited Australia. A five fold increase since the Hogan ads. More recent marketing campaigns haven't been so successful.

(Extract from TV advertisement: 'So where the bloody hell are you?')

Ross Bray: Where the bloody hell are you was an $180 million campaign that saw tourism figures decreasing in the time it was aired.

Olivia Wirth: It worked in some markets, it didn't work in others. For obvious reasons, in Asia that's one of the biggest growth markets; biggest source market for tourists to Australia and globally, in fact, over the next decade. And it simply wasn't the right message to go to those markets.

(Extract from TV advertisement: 'Sometimes we have to get lost to find ourselves. Sometimes we got to go walk about.')

Ross Bray: Now Tourism Australia has spent $40 million promoting this country on the back of the film 'Australia'.

Marketing experts call it a high risk strategy. Tourism experts say it's a slow burn. The exposure will bring tourists Down Under.

Anthony Haworth: Yes, branding Australia through the Australian, through 'Australia' the movie has been positive. 

Bernard Salt: I am not sure that this is necessarily a marketing failure, I think that the global economy has been gearing itself towards this downturn in the first half of the year. Numbers have been slowing down in the first part of 2008. 

Ross Bray: In Australia tourism is a $90 billion a year industry, or around 10% of the national economy. In places such as the Northern Territory, and far north Queensland, tourism is a major employer. However, the crisis in tourism might run deeper than marketing, and the global financial crisis.

Olivia Wirth: Australia has become complacent absolutely, we've seen a lack of investment in infrastructure in the tourism industry, and we will see that hurt us in years to come. In some of our competitor destinations we have seen investment into the convention exhibition centre.

Business, such as Singapore and Macau. We've seen a huge amount of money also go into new boutique lodges.

Anthony Haworth: Tourism is a whole of government issue, and unfortunately, over the last 10 years both the federal and the state governments have not been as focussed on tourism as they could have been. And certainly they haven't had a whole of government approach.

(Extract from TV advertisement: Richie Benaud: 'A marvellous day, perfect conditions, super light. Great shot that.)

Ross Bray: For the next two years the tourism industry will hunker down, and ride out the crisis.

(TV advertisement continues: Richie Benaud: 'Marvellous.')

Ross Bray: Meanwhile, these tourists are out enjoying a cruise on a beautiful harbour. Their comments on their travels in this country may provide tour operators with at least some optimism for the future.

Vox Pops: We took the chance to visit the whole of Australia or as much as we could within one month. It's beautiful. We love it.

Vox Pops1: Yeah, I think this is dream world for everyone. It's very beautiful country.

Vox Pops2: It's been wonderful. The people are wonderful. Country's beautiful. Really fabulous.

Scott Bevan: That report from Ross Bray.

