2 September 2026

The Hon Anthony Albanese MP
Prime Minister of Australia

PO Box 6022

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

By email: Anthony.Albanese.MP@aph.gov.au

Dear Prime Minister,

Re: The Working Holiday Maker program and its dual role in Australia's visitor economy and national
workforce

We write jointly as peak industry bodies from across the Australian economy regarding administrative changes
to the Working Holiday Maker (WHM) program and the reforms foreshadowed in the 2026-27 Budget. Our
organisations span tourism, hospitality, accommodation, restaurants and catering, retail, care and early
childhood, small business, agriculture and horticulture, and the many regional communities that depend on this
program. We share a common interest in a program that remains strong, stable and fit for purpose across the
whole economy, and that continues to protect the workers within it.

We are collectively calling for immediate clarity on your government’s intent concerning proposed reform of the
WHM program, the extent and effect of current administrative actions, and a commitment to consult closely and
collaboratively with those impacted industries in a manner consistent with the high-level policy principles we
have outlined in this letter.

The program is unique because it performs two essential functions at once. As tourists, Working Holiday Makers
are an indispensable part of the visitor economy, staying longer, travelling further and spending more in regional
Australia than almost any other class of international traveler. It is estimated they spend over $3 billion across
the country, and over $700 million regionally. As workers, they underpin the industries where specified work
provisions have been designed to address a genuine and persistent labour market failure, including agriculture
and horticulture, fishing, forestry, mining and construction, and, in northern and remote Australia, tourism and
hospitality. In agriculture the reliance is acute. Working Holiday Makers make up around 44 per cent of the
horticulture peak harvest workforce and are also heavily relied upon in grains at 31 per cent, red meat at 26 per
cent and cotton at 25 per cent.

The program's importance is not confined to those industries. Across the country, and especially in the regions,
restaurants, cafes, hotels, pubs, catering operators, retail and the care sectors, including childcare and early
learning, rely on Working Holiday Makers even though no specified work provision applies. These are precisely
the services that make a regional community liveable and that allow other local businesses to attract and retain
staff. When Working Holiday Maker numbers fall, these employers feel it quickly, yet they have no specified
work incentive to draw workers to them.

Food security beyond our borders

The program's value is not only domestic. Australia's food security is bound up with that of our trading partners,
particularly in Asia. When you our Prime Minister visit our neighbours to secure supplies of fertilizer and fuel,
you’re met with commitments because those countries in turn expect Australian farmers to transform and
return that fertilizer as food. A workforce able to harvest the crop is therefore not simply a domestic concern. It
is part of a regional food security compact on which our neighbours rely and from which Australia draws
diplomatic goodwill.

A temporary program that builds lasting goodwill

It is important to recognize what the program is and is not. Working Holiday Makers are temporary visitors, not
a permanent addition to Australia's population. They come for a defined period and return home, and do not
create the long-term demands on housing and services. Over almost 50 years the program has become one of
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Australia's longest running and most successful people-to-people exchanges. The arrangements are bilateral, so
restrictions affecting young people from partner countries carry consequences for young Australians seeking the
same opportunity overseas. Participants return home as lifelong advocates for Australia, often as future tourists,
investors and business partners. Abrupt changes to settings also disadvantages young people who have already
made plans and commitments, and uncertainty this creates risks Australia's standing as a welcoming destination.

The second- and third-year pathways also deliver real productivity gains. When Working Holiday Makers return
to the same business or industry in a second or third year, they bring experience, familiarity and skills that lift
output and reduce the cost of repeated recruitment and training.

Integrity and worker protection

Our organisations share the Government's commitment to protecting workers and maintaining the integrity of
the visa system. The most effective response is stronger compliance and enforcement, and the long overdue
introduction of a national labour hire licensing scheme, targeting the operators doing the wrong thing rather
than reducing access for the many businesses doing the right thing.

The PALM scheme delivers real benefits for workers, employers and our Pacific neighbours, and we are keen to
work with the Government to improve it so that it works better for all parties. It is not, however, suited to every
situation. Reducing the number of Working Holiday Makers and thereby pushing employers towards engaging
PALM workers for roles not suited to them or to the design of that scheme, is likely to lead to poor outcomes for
PALM workers and to weaken the scheme itself. Both programs have a role to play, and we are committed to
working with the Government on the integrity and improvement of each.

Policy principles

We ask the Government to be guided by the following high-level principles. The first four are already
recommended by the Government's own agency, Jobs and Skills Australia, in its 2025 report An Essential
Ingredient: The Food Supply Chain Workforce. The remainder are advanced from an industry perspective and
affirm elements of the program that already exist and that are critical to its success.

Principles supported by Jobs and Skills Australia

1. Migration remains essential where local labour is not available in meeting the diverse workforce needs of
the food supply chain.

1. Change must be approached carefully to avoid unintended consequences for employers and workers,
given the high level of reliance on current migration pathways.

2. Any change to specified work must be properly weighed against the workforce needs it meets, the impact
on the supply of labour and the availability, viability and accessibility of other pathways.

3. Worker protection is best advanced directly, through combating exploitation and improving labour hire
practices, enforcement and information, which supports a national labour hire licensing scheme.

Further principles advanced by industry

4. Retain the dual purpose of the program and recognize the full breadth of its workforce role, including the
many industries outside specified work, such as hospitality, retail and childcare, that depend on it.

5. Safeguard specified work, the mechanism that directs labour to the regions and industries facing genuine
labour market failure, retaining and safeguarding these provisions.

6. Keep the program demand driven, with participation shaped by genuine visitor and workforce demand
rather than by arbitrary caps, ballots or numeric targets.

7. Provide stability and certainty, treating the Working Holiday Maker and PALM programs as
complementary rather than substitutes, with any reform preceded by evidence, consultation and proper
evaluation of the recent changes already made.

We also ask that any reform be developed through genuine and early consultation with the industries most
affected, not confirmation of decisions already taken. Bringing these industries to the table early, and testing
options against evidence, is the surest way to reach the best possible position. Our organisations would
welcome the opportunity to meet with you or your office to discuss these principles and to work constructively
on any reform process affecting the program.
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We thank you for your consideration and look forward to your response.

Yours sincerely,

s

Ben Bennett
President
Australian Dairy Farmers
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Peter Shelley
Managing Director
Australian Tourism Export Council

Dan Galligan

Chief Executive Officer
CANEGROWERS
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Skye Cappuccio
Chief Executive Officer

Council of Small Business Organisations

Australia
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Sean Cole
Chief Executive Officer
Greenlife Industry Australia
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Paul Burke
Chair
NFF Horticulture Council
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Andrew Bourne
Acting Chief Executive Officer
NT Farmers
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Jenn Honnery
Chair
Queensland Horticulture Council
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Stephen Ferguson
National Chief Executive Officer
Australian Hotels Association
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Peta Zietsch

Chairperson

Backpacker and Youth Tourism Advisory
Panel
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Penny Measham
Chief Executive Officer
Cherry Growers Australia
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Jackie Rylance
Secretary
Cultural Au Pair Association
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Johnathon Davey
Chief Executive Officer
Melons Australia
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Carl Walker
Chair
North Queensland Farmers Limited
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Kylie Porter
Chief Executive Officer
Queensland Farmers’ Federation
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Peter Spackman
Chief Executive Officer
vegatablesWA

Wes Lambert
Chief Executive Officer
Australian Restaurant & Cafe Association

Rachel Mackenzie
Chief Executive Officer
Berries Australia
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Liz Stott
Chair
Cotton Australia
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Shona Gawel
Chief Executive Officer
GrainGrowers
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Michael Guerin
Chief Executive Officer
National Farmers’ Federation

Rebecca Reardon
President
NSW Farmers
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Scott Kompo-Harms
Chief Executive Officer
Queensland Fruit & Vegetable Growers

N
Nathan Hancock

Chief Executive Officer
Citrus Australia
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Copied to:

Senator the Hon Penny Wong
Minister for Foreign Affairs
By email: senator.wong@aph.gov.au

Senator the Hon Don Farrell

Minister for Trade and Tourism
Special Minister of State

By email: senator.farrell@aph.gov.au

The Hon Tony Burke MP

Minister for Home Affairs

Minister for Immigration and Citizenship
By email: tony.burke.mp@aph.gov.au

The Hon Catherine King MP

Minister for Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Local Government

By email: Catherine.King. MP@aph.gov.au

The Hon Amanda Rishworth MP
Minister for Employment and Workplace Relations
By email: Amanda.Rishworth.MP@aph.gov.au

The Hon Julie Collins MP
Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry
By email: Julie.Collins.MP@aph.gov.au

The Hon Pat Conroy MP

Minister for Defence Industry
Minister for Pacific Island Affairs

By email: Pat.Conroy.MP@aph.gov.au

The Hon Kristy McBain MP

Minister for Regional Development, Local Government and Territories
Minister for Emergency Management

By email: Kristy.McBain.MP@aph.gov.au

The Hon Matt Thistlethwaite MP

Assistant Minister for Immigration

Assistant Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade
By email: Matt.Thistlethwaite.MP@aph.gov.au

Senator the Hon Anthony Chisholm

Assistant Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry
Assistant Minister for Regional Development

By email: senator.chisholm@aph.gov.au

Senator the Hon Nita Green

Assistant Minister for Tourism, Pacific Island Affairs and Northern Australia

By email: senator.green@aph.gov.au
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