Taking stock of tourism in Noosa

COVID-19 has turned tourism in Noosa upside down. Hastings Street had one of
Queensland’s earliest clusters on March 14, when Sails hosted a dining event attended
by a newly returned traveller from Aspen in the US. This was just before quarantine
arrangements for incoming travellers were imposed, and restaurants closed to dine-in
guests. The diner infected around a quarter of fellow diners at the lunch, including four
restaurant staff. A total of 28 people were infected, in what was Queensland’s largest
cluster at the time.

Post lock-down

After the initial lockdown, which saw our international borders snapped shut, and
interstate visitors barred from Queensland, the streets of Noosa were eerily deserted.
When we emerged from isolation, there was an influx of intrastate visitors, as
Queenslanders rediscovered their state. Subsequent on-off border closures with southern
states experiencing differing COVID recovery times saw tourism here morph yet again. At
one stage Noosa hosted the St Kilda AFL Club as the state became a hub for this sport.
The Sunshine Coast later hosted an RFL team.

Capital city holidaymakers, locked out of travel to interstate and international
destinations, jumped in the car and headed for popular destinations an hour or two from
them. Of course, the Sunshine and Gold Coasts were obvious destinations for Brisbane
people wanting to take a short break. As usual, our coast roads were clogged at school
and Christmas holidays and we even had a schoolies week in Noosa.

Once an overflow destination for the increasingly crowded coast, Noosa hinterland towns
like Cooroy, had their own dynamic that was based on being long-time service centres for
health, education, retail, and other regular town activities. With considerable growth in
recent years, housing here is becoming less affordable and rural properties have been
swept up by those taking flight from the cities. Meanwhile, in the hinterland, quarry trucks
ply the narrow, winding roads of the northern section of the Noosa Country Drive, where
200 trucks with 30-tonne loads work six days a week. The new Sunshine Coast Airport
necessitated flight paths that now meant low-flying commercial aircraft could be seen
overhead in many parts of the shire. Fair enough was one comment, because it turned
out tourism authorities had secured new flights into the new Sunshine Coast Airport from
destinations such as Adelaide and Canberra.

Ramping up a notch

With the new era came new tactics. Tourism Noosa used cutting-edge social media data
analytics to trace where the new customers potentially were, and targeted them through
pay per click campaigns using the new animated ‘Enter the Biosphere’ graphics. This
was a major marketing campaign, which came in for local criticism for simplifying our
shire’s attractions and ethos. However, it was basic enough to reach the new domestic
audience and still delivered a simple, if confusing, environmental message.



Tourism Noosa further pivoted their marketing to include intrastate visitors who took their
chances on the on-again, off-again flights available. In addition, as COVID restrictions
further eased, the new travel motto included more events/more often. Council decided in
August that residents needed protecting and set 500 as the maximum number per event.
When this comes to an end in April this year, event numbers are expected to increase. To
the end of June, 2020, Tourism Noosa reported that the virus produced a 10.3% drop in
visitors and a 23% drop in spend.

A housing boom and a rental crisis

At the same time as this visitor revolution was playing havoc with a market geared up for
high-spenders, our housing stock was going through a dynamic change. Houses once in
the full-time rental pool were being claimed by owners keen to get back from overseas
jobs or from capital cities now seen as virus incubators. This nation-wide trend has seen
regional, especially coastal, destinations experience a housing boom which has seen
affordability levels get further out of the reach of residents hoping there was a place on
the real estate ladder for them. As well, property owners in medium and high-density
coastal suburbs were taking advantage of council’s new short-term letting policy and
turning existing houses, or indeed recently purchased properties, into STL stock. As a
result, the extremely tight market for long-term letting saw hospitality and other workers
forced to seek lower-priced accommodation in towns north and south of the shire,
necessitating longer and more expensive commutes to work. The hollowing out of
traditional communities in suburbs where kids ride bikes and we know our neighbours is
a trend affecting the social fabric of our towns and suburbs.

Economic Dependence

Council collects around $2.5m from tourism businesses and gives it to Tourism Noosa for
staff wages and marketing. Council has guaranteed this funding for the remaining 18
months of a three-year agreement. Tourism Noosa is financially dependent on Noosa
Council for the large majority of its revenue, with heir 903 members contributing only
$197,285 to the coffers. For all this, Council doesn’t even get a seat on the board, rather
there’s a Council ‘observer’. It's time a councillor was appointed to the board. With such a
large amount of ratepayer funds at stake, and with the massive impact tourism has on
our lives, we need a say in the future of tourism in Noosa.

It’s time for a change

Championing Brand Noosa is a priority for Tourism Noosa, but it is a brand that is being
promoted with visitation in mind, and it is a brand that is being tarnished by cheap social
media marketing rather than a brand based on an environmental paradigm that has been
built on the back of a lot of effort over past decades. We may be a tourist town, but
tourists don’t pay the rates, or vote. On top of everything else, ratepayers fund tourism
infrastructure. Sure, $6.5m gave us a prize-winning coastal boardwalk, and a similar
amount will produce a snazzy playground in Cooroy, but at the same time many of our
rural kids travel to school on the bus routes of narrow hinterland gravel roads that have
got no chance of being sealed in the foreseeable future. And now on roads with a decade
of quarry traffic planned.



It's time we faced up to the impacts of tourism on our community. We know it’'s an
important part of the economy, but we also know that there is a limit to the number of
visitors that can be provided for, catered for by our infrastructure, and giving an
experience that lives up to the promises in the brochures, and is affordable to our
ratepayers. If we are going to claim to be the relaxation capital of Australia, we need to
make sure this applies to residents, too, and put a tourist population cap on visitation.
And we need an effective plan for destination management. Sustainability planning, a
topic the Stakeholder Reference Group of the previous council spent 18 months
discussing before being closed down, came to virtually zero.

Meanwhile, residents are footing the infrastructure bill, putting up with the congestion,
and making allowances when special events and holidaymakers take over the prime
coastal precincts. And not only these precincts, it's increasingly the hinterland as well.
Short-term letting is disrupting our coastal suburbs, and places that once had a mixed
community of full-time residents are facing social disruption as houses are given over to
holiday makers. As well, tourism industry workers are unable to find affordable
accommodation, and public housing receives scant funding.

Noosa shire is dying the death of a thousand cuts. For years, a huge effort has gone into
making Noosa special, but we’re sleepwalking into social dysfunction and a poorer quality
of living in a place with incredible beauty and with an enviable resident lifestyle. We can
do better with our planning. We can allocate our financial resources better. It's time to get
real about how we might swing the balance back towards resident amenity and the fairer
allocation of our financial resources.



