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Not ice  i s  hereby g iven  tha t  an  P lann ing and  S t ra tegy  
Commi t tee  o f  Counc i l  w i l l  be  he ld  a t  Counc i l  Chambers ,  1  
Be lg rave  S t ree t ,  Man ly ,  on :  
 
 
 

Monday 2 February 2009  
 
 
 

Commenc ing a t  7:30pm fo r  the  pu rpose  o f  cons ide r ing  
i tems  inc luded  on  the  Agenda.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Persons in the gal lery are advised that  the proceedings of  the meet ing 
are being taped.  However , under  the Local Government Act 1993,  no 
other tape recording is  permit ted wi thout the author i ty of  the Counc i l  or  
Committee.   Tape recording inc ludes a video camera and a ny e lect ronic  
device capable of  recording speech.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Copies of  bus iness papers  are avai lable at the Customer Serv ices 
Counter at  Manly Counc i l ,  Manly  Library and Seaforth L ibrary  and are 

available on Councilôs website: 
www.manly .nsw.gov.au  
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Backpacker Tourism in Global Sydney (Summary) 

On 18/12/2008 the final report Backpacker Tourism in Global Sydney will be launched at a public forum. The 

report is a result from a study undertaken during 2004 -2008 for the Australian Research Council (Linkage). 

The project was a partnership between th e Centre for Cultural Research at the University of Western Sydney 

and six councils - Sydney, Woollahra, Randwick, Waverley, North Sydney and Manly. This summary outlines 

the key elements, findings and recommendations from the report. It includes some exam ples which highlight 

interesting facts, key issues, and ideas relevant to Manly LGA. 

Background 

It is estimated that tourism injects in the order of $13 billion annually into Sydneyôs economy. In 2006 over 

2.6 million international visitors spent time in t he Sydney metropolitan area. A significant number of these 

visitors are young travellers and backpackers. Backpackers are sometimes living in LGAs for relatively long 

periods, frequently staying even longer than so-called ólocalô residents: óGiven the transience of city residents, 

many backpackers are actually here longer than some city residents areô. 

Aims 

1. To investigate the changing tourism dynamics within six Local Government Areas in Sydney. 

2. To identify key characteristics in backpacker tourism and support local councils in the development of 

policy, planning, and in the regulatory work associated with backpacker tourism.  

3. To investigate the challenges to local governance arising from competing and often conflicting 

obligations to both ólocalô residential communities and óglobalô agendas (tourism).  

Methodology 

The research incorporated a mixed-method approach, including focus groups, interviews, surveys, and 

document analysis.  

Key Findings 

1.  Definition issues  

The operational definition of a b ackpacker currently used by Tourism Australia refers to a person who 

spends at least one night in either backpacker or hostel accommodation.  
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The traditional definition of backpackers has negative connotations and has become inadequate and 

óold fashionedô within changing contexts.  

The research confirms the increasingly redundant stereotype of the backpacker as a freeloading 

ódrifter touristô;  

Many travellers reject the label óbackpackerô and prefer to describe themselves as óindependent 

travellersô or óbudget travellersô;  

There is an increasingly blurred line between temporary visitor and permanent resident.  

Backpackers and travellers on Working Holiday Maker visas are included in the cohorts of temporary 

visitors being targeted to consider more permanent settlement.  

Travellers view their initial visa, whether it is a tourist visa or a working holiday visa, as a óstepping 

stoneô to more permanent residency.  

With such mobility and transience ð who is óa touristô and who is óa localô, óguestô, óhostô, óvisitorô, 

óresidentô and ólocal communityô etc.  ð become increasingly hard to ascertain.  

Backpacker tourism should be seen as an adjunct to a range of other sectors - labour force, 

education, rural and regional economies, service industries, health etc. 

New trends in the market  

Emergence of more upmarket, less budget-conscious backpackers, a group of travellers that have 

been termed óflashpackersô. 

Significant growth in older travellers, particularly in persons aged 40 -49 years since 2000. This age 

group (classified as ógray nomadsô) now represents 12 percent (62,000 visitors) of all backpacker 

visitors, up from 8 percent (38,000) in 2000.  

There is now a cohort of younger travellers seeking more óupmarketô accommodation that is 

significantly different to the traditional backpacker hostel experience.  

Backpackers have now become highly sought after targets for a range of sectors: education, nursing, 

agriculture, a host of primary industries such as fishing and pearling, and horticultural industries such 

as fruit-picking and harvesting. 
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The importance of backpackers as providing a flexible pool of labour at a time of skills and labour 

shortages is well recognised by many employers; they do the jobs that a lot of Australians arenôt 

inclined to do.  

Working Holiday Makers (WHM)  

In 2006-2007 a total of 136,422 Working Holiday Maker and Work and Holiday Visas were issued. 

This is a significant increase, in fact almost a doubling, on the number of visas granted in the 2000 -

2001 period (76,570). 

Now WHMs can remain in the same job for twice as long ð six months rather than three months ð 

and can stay, potentially, for two years rather than the one year covered by previous visa restrictions.  

UK was the main source country for Working Holiday Makers (31,203 visas issued in 2007) followed 

second by Korea (28,562). 

International students/student backpackers  

International students and óstudent backpackersô represent a growing niche market. 

International students who combine study and travel, a nd includes óstudy abroadô and óexchange 

studentsô 

Increased marketing from Australian universities, which now promote Study Programmes with 

elements of tourism typically found in the backpacker industry.  

Overall, the study identified a number of emergin g niche markets, including:  

1. Working backpackers 

2. Student backpackers/International students 

3. Volunteering Backpackers 

4. Flashpackers 

5. Adventure Travellers 

6. Grey Nomads 

7. Gap-packers 
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2.  Accommodation issues  

The lack of supply of affordable accommodation for residents and budget accommodation for tourists 

emerged in the research as a major theme across all LGAs. Demand appears to be well exceeding supply, 

indicating an urgent need for more diverse types of accommodation (low -cost budget, boutique hotels etc) in 

more diverse locations.  

Outside of the rental market there is little alternative accommodation available. Short -let and serviced 

apartments tend to be expensive and targeted at higher spending visitors, whereas the research suggests the 

growing demand is for budget medium -term accommodation.  

ñThere are people éwho stay extremely long termé who actually purchase some (hostels) ébecause 

they canôt find the alternativeò. 

The research also found that, while in Australia, backpackers spent only 37 percent of their nights in 

backpacker or hostel accommodation (2007 International Visitor Survey). For international students, only 1 

percent use backpacker accommodation and 62 percent rented houses (Tourism Research Australia 2008a). 

Backpacker operators reported a substantial shift away from ódormitory-styleô accommodation towards smaller 

rooms and better amenities. Yet hostel accommodation was also primarily chosen not only because it was 

inexpensive but also because of the sociality it offered and the chance to meet and socialise with other 

backpackers. 

Other accommodation issues included: 

loss of low-cost accommodation and the loss of community diversity as a consequence.  

lack of support for low -income elderly residents and the number of premises that had been converted 

into luxury accommodation. 

 

3.  Regulation and compliance issues  

Planning controls 

Development of Backpacker accommodation requires DA consent. The City of Sydney DCP explicitly states 

that ópremises approved for residential development (such as serviced apartments and /or residential units 

and the like) are not to be used for backpacker accommodation, or for any other use without development 

consentô (City of Sydney 2006).  

Health regulations 
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The Public Health (General) Regulation 2002 stipulates the minimum room requirements for sleeping rooms. 

Clause 22 of the Regulation requires a sleeping room or cubicle to have a minimum floor area of 5.5 square 

metres or more for each person accommodated in the room and staying 28 consecutive days or more. It 

requires 2 square metres or more for each person accommodated in the room and staying under 28 

consecutive days. The City of Sydney has adopted 10.5 square meters per person with an additional 5.5 

square metres for each additional person in the room for backpacker accommodation.  

At present, low-cost shared accommodation can generally be divided into two categories, long term (more 

than 28 days) and short -term (less than 28 days). One of the major limitations of backpacker hostels is that  

they are licensed to provide accommodation for a maximum of 28 days. The demand for a longer stay, 

therefore, is frequently overriding the technical requirements of compliance.  

Role of Local Government  

Councils need to ensure that operators have a full management plan/council application, and must 

enforce fire safety guidelines.  

Residents who currently have concerns about backpacker tourism in residential areas support a 

requirement that all sites o f backpacker accommodation should have a 24-hour on-site manager.  

Stakeholder groups, including council staff, recommended that premises should be listed on a 

backpacker accommodation register or licensing system. 

The study confirmed that Councils have limited resources and budgets. Residents and backpacker 

hostel operators may not always be aware of the legal and financial constraints bearing on councils.  

When residential premises are used as commercial backpacker accommodation there is a significant 

loss of compliance, rates and stamp duty revenue for local government. There is also significant loss 

of GST revenue for the Commonwealth Government (an estimated $14 million in 2003, Aegis 2005). 

Unauthorised accommodation 

The study found that majority of social tensions and amenity impacts were caused by óillegalô accommodation 

premises operating in residential areas. Illegitimate use generally refers to residential dwellings (houses, 

apartments, units, flats) used for backpacker accommodation on a commercial basis. These premises are 

often located in residential areas rather than commercial precincts or zones. 

Illegal/unauthorised accommodation is often associated with rental overcrowding. The ósublettingô of 

leases in these blocks is common, and the companies and individuals that organise both órolling 

leasesô and subletting have been dubbed ócareer sublettersô.  
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Sublet apartments are frequently rented to international students and people of non -English speaking 

backgrounds who can be very vulnerable to exploitation.  

There is lack of sufficient regulation of real estate leasing practices. Real estate agents often fail to 

respond sufficiently or adequately to tenants that break the terms and conditions of the lease. This is 

due to transient staff (b eing ñéyoung, a bit lazy, édonôt do inspections or close a blind eye to itéò).  

There is evidence of ñreal estate agents organising sub-letting arrangements on behalf of owners and 

landlords, arrangements that contravene zoning restrictions, bylaws and Strata Title requirements,é 

in order to rent apartments on a short -term or commercial basis, and to also provide tourist 

accommodationò. 

In some instances, the owners of a dwelling have sold the building management rights to a real 

estate agent who then r ents out apartments on a commercial basis. This seems to be a widespread 

practice in apartment blocks across the CBD.  

In other instances, however, such as when the owner resides overseas or is a property investor 

rather than an owner occupier, real esta te agents and building managers provide apartments to 

tourists on a commercial without the knowledge of the owner.  

Strata Title legislation 

Current strata title legislation is inadequate for dealing with the complaints of residents impacted by 

illegal/unauthorised backpacker accommodation and overcrowding. When impacted residents are in the 

minority within the body corporate, there appears to be no avenue for recourse.  

In some cases, the members of the body corporate, such as the Executive Committee, are working in concert 

with real estate agents and building managers to let apartments on a commercial basis, leaving the impacted 

residents unable to mount any successful opposition to the use of the building on such terms.  

 

Boarding houses 

The research suggests that boarding houses are being used by backpackers for short, medium and longer-

term accommodation.  

This study found that more than one third of the boarding house residents in North Sydney were 

overseas visitors. Most of these visitors were young, English-speaking backpackers visiting Australia 

as short-term tourists or as part of an extended working holiday. 
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Boarding houses are an important source of low cost housing, yet boarding house numbers have 

decreased steadily over the last few decades. Many are converted to other uses, including budget-

style backpacker accommodation, or demolished to make way for other uses.  

Further, the report calls for clarification of the definitions of boarding houses, conventional hostels and hotels 

used by travellers. Other issues around boarding houses that need to be examined include approved changes 

of use and incentives for the development of affordable housing.  

Serviced apartments 

The proliferation of serviced apartments in residential zones is a growing concern. The short-term letting and 

tourist use of residential apartments is a widespread practice that has recently received considerable media 

attention.  

For example, in 2003 the NSW Land and Environment Court upheld a decision made by Sutherland Shire 

Council that short-term holiday accommodation was not permissible in a residential zone. 

4.  Costs and benefits o f Backpacker tourism  

The community responses to backpacker tourism were highly polarized on the topics óBackpacker tourism as 

an assetô and óBackpacker tourism as a liabilityô. Many regard backpacker communities and cultures as a 

óproblemô, citing incompatible social, cultural and lifestyle differences. Residents are explicitly concerned about 

the ótouristificationô of local areas, many view tourism, and backpacker tourism in particular, as one aspect of 

a much broader set of demographic changes adversely affecting communities and leading to a loss of 

community diversity.  

Adverse social impacts 

Negative impacts of the displacement of backpackers into residential areas as a result of a shortfall of 

legitimate, appropriate accommodation include:  

loss of a ófamily feelô, a decline in the number of elderly residents, and a homogenising cultural 

character geared to young, affluent tourists.  

intimidation of non -backpacker residents such as the elderly, children and families. 

impacts ranging from fire safety issues to anti-social behaviour and vandalism. 

sleep deprivation and the impacts associated with both indoor and outdoor cigarette smoking were 

common complaints among affected residents, including dope and cigarette smoke. 
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ówhen the pubs close, people come home and it just becomes absolutely impossibleéand itôs noise 

not just from musical instruments.  Itôs noise from people talking. So, youôve got all these people 

talking, and theyôre screaming and theyôre shoutingô. 

It is unclear to ma ny residents who should be responsible for handling noise complaints and what 

course of action should be taken when noise issues are a concern.  

Amenity impacts  

Backpackers are ópart of the local community and theyôre part of the local fabric, and especially so if theyôre 

staying for six months or a year and, consequently, this requires recognition of the services and amenities 

they requireô. 

Backpackers tend to stay longer than other tourists, often living in places for extended periods of 

time,éso it impacts on the council, it impacts on the ratepayersò. 

Loss of services such as the butchers shop, the local hardware stores, and a general decrease in the 

diversity of the social fabric.  

Impacts associated with rubbish dumped in the street, dumped cars, mattresses, and household 

appliances.  

Positive impacts 

Among all six councils, Manly returned the most positive responses from the surveys. Although a number of 

residents held a negative image of backpackers in general, others could make a crucial distinction between 

the backpackers themselves and the problems inevitably caused by unauthorised accommodation. 

In Manly, a significant number  of residents claimed that backpackers óadd characterô, with even more 

acknowledging their contribution óto the local economyô. 

óThey bring in income to the local economy. Backpackers are the ideal population. They donôt bring in 

pensions. They donôt bring in health care costs from when theyôre older. Theyôre working, theyôre 

spending money in the local economy éô 

Manly residents were the least likely to form a resident action group, contact the local MP, or lodge a 

complaint with council. Manly residents were also among those least likely to call police. 

The backpacker survey responses indicated that in Manly, backpackers were more conscious of 

resident opinion. 
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More than just tourists  

Backpackers must be recognised not only as the suppliers of labour and services but also as the users and 

consumers of local activities and amenities. In the context of high property prices and housing affordability 

problems in Sydney, key service providers such as teachers, cleaners and nurses are often in short supply in a 

number of Local Government Areas. Backpackers and working holiday makers often fill this shortfall. 

Backpackers provide a ólocal pool of potential employeesô for essential local services such as child-care 

and health-care that are currently sufferi ng from serious staff shortages 

The exploitation of WHMs is a serious issue, and its prevalence has been confirmed by this research.   

Illegal work has also emerged as a significant issue. 

Health, safety and risk  

This research found that backpackers tend to engage in risk-taking behaviour, including a very high 

consumption of drugs and alcohol, as well as practicing unsafe sex. 

Backpackers are also at considerable risk of being victims of exploitation, abuse, and poor health and 

safety standards.  

A number of the backpackers complained about dirty, unhygienic and unsafe accommodation, and 

mentioned the difficulties of finding affordable and suitable premises in which to live.  

There is high rate of violence directed at backpackers. 

 

5.  Lack of coo rdination between tiers of government  

 

State government (Tourism NSW) and the Commonwealth government (Tourism Australia) appear to 

not work closely or collaboratively on promoting, educating and managing tourist destinations.  

Tourism Australia designed and disseminated campaigns about destinations without consulting the 

Local Government, and without obtaining local knowledge and information.  

The lack of communication resulted in an unnecessary and wasteful duplication of material, especially 

in relation to drug, alcohol and safe sex messages. 
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6.  Governance and regulation  

It is clearly apparent that councils lack sufficient resources and capacity to effectively investigate and identify 

alleged illegitimate/unauthorised premises. Councils are also perceived by residents to have a lack of 

resources to adequately manage the situation. 

Local government is seen to be not responding adequately to the problems associated with 

unauthorised backpacker accommodation. 

Councils are also perceived to be not managing or regulating backpacker tourism sufficiently. They 

are seen to be not implementing effective enough measures to stop and prevent the illegitimate use 

of boarding houses or other accommodation by backpackers. 

Some residents feel that their complaints are not taken seriously or handled properly or adequately.  

There is currently a large disincentive for councils to investigate and prosecute illegitimate premises 

due to the lack of resources and capacity to obtain sufficient/adequate evidence to pr osecute. 

---------------  

RECOMMENDATIONS  

1.  BACKPACKER LABEL/DEFINITION  

Tourism NSW together with Tourism Australia and industry bodies are requested to consider alternative 

terminology to óbackpackerô. Such changes would also need to be accommodated by NSW Department of 

Planning in the LEP templates and definitions which use the term óbackpacker accommodationô as do 

local council codes. 

 

2. ACCOMMODATION   

 

Strategies be formulated to facilitate the development of an adequate supply of budget short ï medium 

stay accommodation as a sustainable, low impact product with niche market appeal. NSW Department of 

Planning in conjunction with local government  should review planning strategies regarding the supply of 

budget tourist accommodation in LGAs. 

3.  COMMUNITY AND VISITOR PLANNING  

A set of actions be developed to address the different pressures and issues identified within each local 

area. This should be achieved through a local Planning Group that engages the various stakeholders: 
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council staff and elected representatives, chambers of commerce; special interest groups; residents; 

police and others. 

4. GREATER CO-ORDINATION BETWEEN TIERS OF GOVERNMENT  

Actions are needed to ensure a consistent, informed and proactive approach which is resource efficient 

across state and local government to support this important area and at the same time reduce the 

undesirable impacts on local amenity and safety. 

 

 

4 i. Working with the Tourism Sector  

a) Education  - Develop three Information Kits ï Visitor Information Pack; Resident Information Pack; and 

a Tourism Businesses Information Pack to educate locals, visitors, and businesses about their rights and 

responsibilities. 

b) Support for Local Government  - Review the resources and support provided to councils burdened 

with the management of tourist óhot spotsô 

c) Increasing diversity of the market - Vary the marketing approach to attract broader source markets 

of budget travelers.  

4.ii.   Working with other State bodies  

a) Planning issues  - NSW Department of Planning with input f rom local government, should review the 

planning instruments including the new Local Environmental Plans (LEP) Standard Instrument templates 

ï relating to definitions and permissible uses in zones, and the codes most commonly involved in 

regulating backpacker accommodation. 

b) Enforcement issues  - Local Government and Shires Association, Tourism NSW, Backpacker Operators 

Association, NSW Police, NSW Fire Brigade should collaborate to ensure greater coordination between 

enforcement agencies.  

c) Anti -social behaviour  - NSW Office of Liquor, Gaming and Racing, the NSW Police, the Australian 

Hotels Association and NSW local Government & Shires Association should consolidate and monitor the 

numerous local strategies addressing anti-social behaviour linked to excessive alcohol consumption in 

public places. 
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Liquor Licensing is not a tourism issue and is not managed by local government, but the negative effects are 

experienced at the local level with concentrations of late night closing establishments in tourism pr ecincts. 

While it is recognized that the issue is not confined to visitors, it gives tourism and backpackers a bad 

reputation, so is deserving of separate mention and attention.  

*****  
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