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Thank you for the opportunity to address you 

regarding tourism infrastructure funding, obviously a 

topic near and dear to me.  

While the recent announcement by Government for a 

border levy may be seen as a step in the right 

direction, in our view it is not. Government have 

announced that they anticipate the sum being raised 

by the levy to be in the order of $58-80M per annum. 

They’ve also said the money is to be split between 

tourism infrastructure and conservation.  

So, New Zealand inc will receive between $29-40M per 

year to fix all its tourism infrastructure problems. 



Pardon me for being direct, but that is woefully 

inadequate. On its own, our district needs to find 

around $30-40M per year. On a good day our share of 

a border levy might deliver us $3M - $4M per year. 

We’re trying to build a house, we are being offered 

enough money for the wallpaper.  

Let me paint you a picture. I don’t think there will be 

too many in this room who will contest the fact that 

the Queenstown Lakes District is the poster child for 

New Zealand’s largest industry - tourism. While all 

visitors to New Zealand don’t necessarily come to 

Queenstown, we are New Zealand’s only true resort, 

(possibly the only true resort in Australasia), and it is 

those photographs of Queenstown and the mountains 



around it which contribute massively to drawing 

visitors to New Zealand.  

Therefore, our district is inextricably linked to the 

future health of New Zealand’s economy. The plain and 

simple fact of the matter is that if we do not continue 

to build infrastructure to match the expectations of our 

international visitors, New Zealand will suffer. There 

was a lovely adage from the 1960’s in the US where the 

CEO of General Motors, (at the time the largest 

company in the world), said that if General Motors 

catches a cold, America sneezes. I hold the same view 

with respect to New Zealand’s tourism industry and 

Queenstown. 



So if we all agree that we need to keep the standard of 

infrastructure up in our small town, the following 

question then is, how do we pay for it? Let me run the 

following past you.  

 We are the fastest growing district in New Zealand 

with an average population increase per annum of 

7%. That means that our population doubles every 

10 years 

 Last year, visitor numbers through our airport 

grew by 15% and the year before 12%; 

 In the last 3 years, the number of motor vehicles 

travelling on our arterial roads, grew 49% largely 

reflecting the massive shift from coach travel to 

FIT’s in rental cars; 



 The average increase in the number of residential 

consents issued in New Zealand last year was 

2.8%, in our district the figure is 28%; 

 Measuring population, our district ranks as the 

34th largest in New Zealand and yet in terms of 

numbers of resource consents processed, we rank 

number 4 and in terms of the value of resource 

consents processed we rank number 3; 

 And, to give you an overall sense of the scale of 

our issues, our permanent population across the 

district – that is including Wanaka and our small 

communities, is around 37,000. There is however, 

seldom a night in the district where we don’t have 

at least 60,000 people overnight and there are an 



increasing number of nights in the year when we 

become the South Island’s second largest 

population centre behind Christchurch, with 

around 120,000 people in the district. In total, the 

region hosted around 7.0 million visitor nights last 

year. 

The vast majority of those folk who live in and have 

moved to our district are there to service the tourism 

industry. Therefore, not only are we seeing an 

enormous increase in the number of visitors but we’re 

also seeing an enormous increase in the number of folk 

who are there service the industry . More people 

means more infrastructure to pay for. 



So, think Queenstown alone – rather than the rest of 

the district at this point, and we have 24,000 

permanent residents and 17,000 ratepayers. Contrary 

to the views of many of those in central government, 

not everyone who lives in the district is a billionaire.  

We have many people for whom paying rent or paying 

the mortgage and just surviving and keeping a feed on 

the table for Mum, Dad and the kids is a daily struggle. 

Many work several jobs just to do it. It may be a sad 

indictment on the tourism industry but the average 

income in our district is one of the lowest in the 

country at roughly $49,000 per annum compared to 

the national average of close to $58,000. So, with 

respect to the bureaucrats in Wellington and some 



politicians, loading the burden for servicing New 

Zealand’s largest industry onto our ratepayers is simply 

inequitable.  

And we are not the only district similarly affected. Take 

our near neighbours in the McKenzie Country, tiny tiny 

population and masses of visitors. How the hell do they 

keep on producing the infrastructure required? 

The bottom line folks, is the model where ratepayers in 

areas struggling with the impact from visitor numbers 

paying for tourism infrastructure, is bust and needs 

replacement. 

I started off by dismissing the border levy. It is not the 

right model. So if that’s not the right model – what is? 



Well quite simply, we don’t need to reinvent the wheel 

here. All around the world, destinations charge a bed 

tax. 

Our Council has reviewed international bed tax levied  

in 23 different locations and countries in the world. 

Roughly half used a model which charged a percentage 

of the room rate and the remainder a flat fee. If any of 

you have travelled to Vancouver, Florida, the Maldives, 

Germany or Switzerland you would have paid a small 

bed tax or levy. Has it put you off returning? Our study 

revealed a mean bed tax percentage of 5% with a 

range of 1% - 16%. 

Last year, Queenstown alone, hosted 5.5 million visitor 

nights. Of those, around 1 million were freedom 



campers and those staying with friends and relatives 

etc. 4.5 million of them were commercial bed nights. 

Let’s say we collected on average, $10 per person per 

night. My arithmetic says that’s around $45M – call it 

$40M net after collection costs etc. And to line this up 

with international standards, $10 is around 4% of and 

average room rate. 

Tomorrow, QLDC will sign off on its 10 Year – or Long 

term, Plan. We anticipate spending roughly a billion 

dollars, primarily on infrastructure over the next ten 

years, paid for by rates but backed up by a quadrupling 

of our debt and selling the family silver. In other words, 

we are going into hock to support New Zealand’s 

economy.  



In spending a billion dollars however, we also left a 

further $500M worth of almost essential work on the 

table that we simply can’t do because we haven’t got 

the money. If I take $500M spread over 10 years, that’s 

$50m per year. And as I said before if we can get $40M 

per year out of the bed tax now,  with visitor increases 

over the 10 year period, I reckon my job of finding 

another half a billion is done. And the really good part 

is that around half of the cost of fixing the problem will 

be paid for by people that don’t even live in New 

Zealand. How good is that?! 

A previous Minister of Finance, when I ran these 

numbers past him, told me that by charging $10 per 

night bed tax, we would “kill the golden goose”. I think 



that’s garbage. I’ve been in or associated with the 

tourism industry for 36 years and my view is that an 

extra $10 per night would not make one iota of 

difference. In fact, if somebody was put off coming 

here because of a $10 per night charge then maybe we 

don’t want that particular visitor. This system is 

probably not the answer for all districts in New Zealand 

but it would fix the problems associated with those 

impacted by the tourism industry. I know Auckland in 

particular think it’s a pretty good idea.  

I’ve had a myriad of other schemes put to me, but 

short of government simply taking a portion of the GST 

cut and handing it back to the regions concerned, this 

seems like the most logical and painless method. 



Collected by accommodation providers when the bill is 

paid as a pass through and then simply paid to the local 

authority monthly just like a GST payment. And of 

course, the funds collected in this manner would need 

to be earmarked only for tourism infrastructure. 

Finally, to those who say it should be collected from 

internationals only and not New Zealanders, Why?  A 

New Zealander coming to Queenstown, still drinks the 

water, still drives on the road, still use the toilet so why 

should there be any differentiation – and it makes it a 

hell of a lot easier and more effective. 

Finally, you’ll also be interested to know that I have 

some support for the idea from the hotel industry. In 

our district, as is the case with many districts, 



accommodation properties pay a rates premium or a 

differential as a form of bed tax. Smart hoteliers have 

actually figured out that if Council discontinues that or 

reduces it, that money goes straight to their bottom 

line whereas the bed tax is a pass through. 

Let’s address the issue for once and for all – via a bed 

tax. 

Thank you 


