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Overview of the Australian travel sector 
In 2017 Australians spent nearly $40 billion on international travel, representing the largest 

import sector of the Australian economy maintaining this positon for over 10 years1. As 

Australia’s largest import, international travel by Australians represented 10.6% of total 

imports, making personal travel’s economic contribution greater than motor vehicles (6.1%) 

and refined petroleum (5.1%).  

                    

Australians also continue to travel domestically at record rates with domestic tourism growing 

by 5% to $65 billion as of YE March 2018 with the primary reason being a holiday2. Australians 

also continue to use a traditional retail travel agent or an online travel agent for over 70% of 

all international travel, the remaining was transacted directly with suppliers.  

 

In 2018 Australian travel agencies currently employ over 29,000 Australians throughout the 

nation and contribute over $28 billion annually to the economy across more than 3,950 

locations in Australia.  

 

 
 

 

  

                                                           
1 Australia's Trade in Goods and Services 2017 http://dfat.gov.au/trade/resources/trade-statistics/trade-in-goods-and-
services/Pages/australias-trade-in-goods-and-services-2017.aspx  
2 Tourism Research Australia, Visitor Survey For Year Ending March 2018 https://www.tra.gov.au/research/view-all-
publications/all-publications/national-visitor-survey-results/national-visitor-survey-results-march-2018 .  

“As Australia’s largest import, international travel by Australian’s economic 

contribution to the world, is greater than motor vehicles and refined petroleum” 

http://dfat.gov.au/trade/resources/trade-statistics/trade-in-goods-and-services/Pages/australias-trade-in-goods-and-services-2017.aspx
http://dfat.gov.au/trade/resources/trade-statistics/trade-in-goods-and-services/Pages/australias-trade-in-goods-and-services-2017.aspx
https://www.tra.gov.au/research/view-all-publications/all-publications/national-visitor-survey-results/national-visitor-survey-results-march-2018
https://www.tra.gov.au/research/view-all-publications/all-publications/national-visitor-survey-results/national-visitor-survey-results-march-2018
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About AFTA 
As the peak travel industry body in Australia, AFTA represents the majority of retail travel 

agents including all of the major travel agency groups.  AFTA represents the interests of its 

members on many local and international boards as well to promote the benefits of inbound 

and outbound travel both socially and economically.  

 

 
 

Research indicates that 70% of all air and sea departures are booked through a travel agent. Of 

those who book through a travel agent, 71% will choose an accredited ATAS travel agent over 

a non-accredited travel agent.  AFTA also has a substantial base of associate members, 

representing non-intermediary sectors of the travel-related services industry including 

suppliers, insurance companies and destination marketing organisations. Members are bound 

by AFTA’s Code of Ethics and the AFTA Travel Accreditation Scheme (ATAS).  

 

ATAS is administered by AFTA and is Australia’s only accreditation scheme for travel agents and 

travel wholesalers. ATAS was established in 2014 and has been endorsed by all state and 

territory jurisdictions consumer affairs and fair trading departments. ATAS accredited travel 

agents are committed to maintaining Australia’s world class travel industry. In 2017 ATAS had 

over 2,900 accredited locations throughout Australia representing close to 1,400 Australian 

businesses. 
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Payment profile of Australian agents 
AFTA membership is predominately small businesses with 72% of entities turning over less than 

$5 million each year and only 1% turning over more than $100 million. While AFTA members 

are primarily small businesses, the average transaction value per sale is more than $8,000 

which is considerably higher than most businesses in retail. To understand the impact of the 

proposed changes a short modelling project was conducted for this submission which found 

the use of cash was consistent regardless of the size of the agency. 

 

In 2017, AFTA estimated that Australian travel agencies processed more than $28 billion worth 

of transactions of which $25 billion was transacted via an electronic means with the remaining 

$3 billion in cash. Examining the use of cash, there were over 5,200 instances where cash was 

the preferred payment option for transactions greater than $10,000, with the majority below 

$10,000. For cash transactions that were less than $25,000, the average cash purchase was 

$14,075 for all businesses regardless of the turnover size. 

Transaction Amount range 
(AUD) 

Estimated number of 
transaction 

Average transaction 
value 

$10,000 - $24,999 5,200 $14,075 

$25,000 or more 198 Not statistically 
relevant 

 

For transactions above $25,000, the AFTA sample study indicated that there were less than 200 

transactions at this value, with the majority made with the larger agencies or agencies 

specialising in English as a second language market. AFTA was also provided feedback from 

members that the costs associated with paying via credit or debit card was prohibitive for some 

consumers. This is because AFTA members have a low number of transactions at a higher value 

and consumers using higher cost cards, resulting in a higher cost of acceptance for merchants 

and therefore consumers. Another reason for the continued use of cash is that over 60% of 

users of travel agencies are aged 50 or older and more likely to use cash. 
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Potential impact of $10,000 cash limit 

on AFTA members 
Of particular concern to AFTA members is how the $10,000 transaction limit is established 

when businesses have multiple transactions over a period of time in what is effectively a single 

product (a holiday).  

Travel agents construct a product (a holiday) from multiple suppliers over an average period of 

120 days to create a single product (a holiday). Since the majority of bookings are driven by the 

marketing of a single element such as an early bird airfare or an accommodation/ resort deal, 

the final holiday sale price is not known at the beginning of the booking and payment journey. 

The Treasury has noted this could be designed as a potential work around of the new cash limit. 

While this could be the case in a standard retail operation, this approach to product building is 

the only way to ensure value for money and to meet a consumer’s requirements.  

Table 3 provides a typical booking and payment journey has been developed to demonstrate 

the complexity facing AFTA members with the proposed new regulations.  

Table 3 – Booking journey with payment times 

Day Goods purchased – family 
of 4 

Deposit Final 
payment 

Typical Payment Terms 

1 Identify and pay for flights 
Paid in full at time of 
purchase 

Nil $6,000 Same day 

60 Identify and hold 
accommodation  
Final price $7,500 

$500 $7,000 60 Days from departure 
date 

90 Identify and hold 
experiences  
Final price $2,000 

$500 $1,500 30 Days from departure 
date 

90 Car hire 
Final price $500 

$50 $450 30 Days from departure 
date 

Total payments on day 90 $1,950  

110 Travel Insurance 
Final Price $1,000 

Nil $1,000 Same day 

120 Departure 

Total Price paid  $17,000  

 

In this instance, no single transaction or payment to a supplier would be above the $10,000 

threshold and it is only at the 60-day mark and the sale of a second product that a business 

would be alerted to the fact that the final total sale price would exceed the $10,000 limit. 

Further complexity could be added, where the consumer purchases part of the package using 
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an electronic means and another in cash. In this instance, it would be unclear if the business 

would need to refund (which may not be possible, if the supplier has already been paid) the 

cash component and request that the consumer repay the money via an electronic means.  

If the proposed regulation proceeds, significant investments would be needed by AFTA 

members to change point of sale and accounting systems to ensure compliance. Further 

investment would be required to train the more than 21,000 frontline sale staff of the new 

compliance requirements and the potential consequences for noncompliance.  

At this time, it is unlikely that AFTA members would be in a position to implement a system 

that would allow them to comply if the legislation required aggregating individual payments 

into one overall transaction.  
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Reponses to selected questions 
Question 1 – Should the limit apply 

AFTA is supportive of additional regulations for cash transactions above $10,000, however a 

number of impediments have been identified which need to be resolved before 

implementation.  

AFTA’s preference would be for those businesses that are accredited through the AFTA Travel 

Accreditation Scheme (ATAS) be exempt from the ban, but have a reporting requirement to 

ensure the transactions are identified by the relevant enforcement authority. This is further 

explored in AFTA’s response to question 14. 

Question 2 – Implementation date 

Implementing any new system for small businesses during the end of financial year process is 

not ideal for AFTA members. This is typically a thoroughly demanding time due to the end of 

financial year reporting requirements and limits the ability for business owners to fully 

understand the changes and potential impacts on their business.  

AFTA requests that the proposed start date be moved to 1 September 2019 which was the 

same process used by the RBA in implementing the new electronic payment standards in 

2016. 

Question 5 – Additional costs for business and consumers 

AFTA notes that there will be additional costs for business which will be passed through to 

consumers in the processing of non-cash payments. While the RBA decision to change 

interchange arrangements has led to a decrease for some Australian consumers, removing 

large cash payments will see business costs increase. It is likely where a consumer chooses to 

pay using a scheme issued credit or debit card, a payment surcharge will be applied allowing 

the business to recover these costs as allowed by the RBA.  

Question 6 – Using the ABN 

At this time AFTA considers the use of an Australian Business Number (ABN) as an 

appropriate means to apply the new regulations.  

 Question 9 – Additional reporting requirements 

AFTA does not support the proposal of the ‘positive compulsory reporting’ obligation for 

businesses that are not a designed reporting entity under the AML-CTF Act. The additional 

training and system development would be extensive and would add significant regulatory 

burden for AFTA members for limited positive policy outcomes.  

The current voluntary approach where businesses and community members can report 

suspicious behaviour via the proposed black economy hotline and the ATO’s ‘report a 

concern’ is supported by AFTA.  
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Question 10 – dual reporting requirements 

AFTA is supportive of a dual reporting requirement where both parties are responsible for 

declaring cash transactions above $10,000.  

AFTA does not support any proposal where a business is liable for a consumer declaration.   

Question 14 – Potential exemption for ATAS travel agents 

Within Section 1 of this Submission the unique way in which Australian consumers transact 

with travel agencies creates a number of issues for how this cash limit could impact 

negatively for AFTA members. AFTA is therefore proposing that ATAS travel agencies be 

exempt from the proposed ban and be required to report these transactions to the relevant 

authority similar to the AML process.  

Lowering operating risk: 

AFTA considers that the operating environment and potential risks for illegal activity is 

significantly lower for AFTA members then that of other retail operations which operate in a 

high cash usage environment. When booking international travel, consumers are required to 

provide a significant level of personal information including full name, passport number, 

home address and other contact information which is then provided to government 

departments including the Australian Border Force.  

Additionally, international travel is very rarely transferable or refundable without incurring 

additional costs and the exchange of further personal data which would again be provided to 

government agencies such as the Australian Border Force. This level of exchange of personal 

data and cost of refunds or exchanges does provide a significant barrier for those wishing to 

use funds that were not legally declared or acquired.  

Potential exemption partner: 

There is an opportunity for Treasury to partner with AFTA to pilot a reporting structure that 

would only be available to those that meet the standards of the AFTA Travel Accreditation 

Scheme (ATAS). ATAS has had a 50% refusal rate for new businesses over the last two years 

and conducts comprehensive back ground checks of company directors and annual 

assessments of a business’ year on year financial performance.  

If Treasury was to partner with ATAS, it would allow consumers to easily identify a reputable 

travel agency in which to use cash thus assisting in achieving the dual responsibility model as 

proposed in the Treasury paper.  

Question 16 – Non-residents or foreign nationals 

AFTA does not support the exemption of non-residents and foreign nationals. This possible 

exemption does create a significant risk that the front line sale staff could mistakenly identify 

a non-resident and breach the regulation.  
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Additional comments 
Penalties for the new regulations 

AFTA is firmly of the position that any penalties that pertains to a breach of the proposed 

regulation be civil and not criminal. It is also recommended that any penalties use the 

‘Penalty units’ system that are set out in the Crimes Act 1914 and currently used by the ACCC 

for pecuniary penalties for breaches of the Australian Consumer Law. 

Implementation and on-going management 

There are significant new responsibilities for businesses in the Treasury Options Paper, AFTA 

members noted that Government must ensure business are not required to be the sole and 

primary enforcement officer. 

Government messaging and support systems including those for consumer declaration must 

be implemented and maintained as to not unfairly pass this responsibility to business.   

Conclusion and additional information 

AFTA again thanks the Commonwealth Treasury for seeking and permitting the additional 

time for this Submission.  

If the Treasury requires additional information on any of the issues raised, AFTA would 

welcome the opportunity assist. AFTA’s head of Public Policy and Strategic Partnerships can 

provide this information if requested and can be contacted via email; dean.long@afta.com.au 

or via phone 02 9287 9911. 

  

mailto:dean.long@afta.com.au

