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Methodology 

The analysis for this document was undertaken by Lucid 
Economics on behalf of Tourism Council WA. The 2019 school 
holiday period data was developed using monthly data for 
Western Australia provided by Tourism Research Australia, 
supplemented by data from STR Global regarding the 
accommodation industry in various holiday destinations such as 
the South West, Coral Coast, Broome, and Mandurah. 

The future potential demand and associated economic benefits 
were derived using regression analysis to identify various 
expenditure relationships relative to demand, as well as economic 
modelling utilising the historic 2019 expenditure patterns, average 
daily rate data from STR Global, and the State Tourism Satellite 
Accounts provided by Tourism Research Australia.

About 

Tourism Council WA is the peak body representing tourism 
businesses, industries, and regions in Western Australia. As 
the voice of industry, Tourism Council WA proudly represents 
members, develops evidence-based industry policy, and promotes 
the value of tourism to the state economy, environment, and the 
social fabric of local communities.

The purpose of School’s Out is to initiate a discussion about 
staggering Western Australia’s school holiday schedule for the 
benefit of families, businesses and the tourism industry.

Research partners 



1 Jobs quantified as full-time equivalent (FTE) positions.

At a Glance
Economic benefits of 
staggering school holidays:

+ $242 million 
Gross State Product

+ 2,180 jobs1 

Up to  

24%
  reduction 

in school holiday premium prices

+ $299 million 
visitor expenditure

730,000
additional visitor nights
by WA families
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The Current Situation  

Intrastate Visitors and Peak Periods
Even before COVID-19, Western Australian tourism was 
dominated by intrastate travel. Across Australia, intrastate 
visitors account for 69 per cent of domestic tourism. By 
comparison, Western Australians account for 83 per cent of 
the State’s domestic overnight visitors, a significantly higher 
proportion of intrastate visitors than any other State.2 

The importance of intrastate tourism is even stronger for 
Western Australian families with children, where 91 per cent of 
WA families have their domestic holiday in WA compared with 
73 per cent for other states.3

Intrastate demand for travel, particularly for families, peaks on 
weekends and during the State’s public holidays and school 
holidays. As intrastate visitors dominate WA tourism, most WA 
visitors are seeking to travel in WA at the same time.

Seasonal and Destination Peaks
One factor driving this intrastate demand is the distinct 
seasonal climate zones of the State. Western Australia is the 
only State to offer both warm northern winter destinations and 
cooler southern summer destinations. Victorians have to head 
interstate for a warm winter holiday in northern Australia, while 
Western Australians can travel intrastate to destinations such as 
Exmouth and Broome.

The strong seasonality and peaks in WA tourism are made 
more extreme by the population imbalance between Perth 
and WA tourism towns. Metropolitan Perth has a population of 
around two million compared with regional destinations such as 
Exmouth with a local population of 2,500.4

In July 2019, approximately 735,000 Western Australians travelled 
overnight in Western Australia.5 Most of these visitors would have 
been travelling from Perth, during the peak two weeks of the 
winter public school holidays, and favoured northern destinations 
such as Exmouth, Kalbarri, Kununurra, and Broome.

The dominance of intrastate visitation, particularly by WA 
families, means that not only are the vast majority of the State’s 
visitors travelling all at once, they tend to travel in the same 
direction to the same destinations at the same time.

With limits to local tourism capacity, inevitably prices rise, and 
WA families are turned away during peak periods such as 
school holidays.  

Populations of Northern and Southern  
WA Tourism Towns
 

Greater Perth Population
 1,943,858

Northern Tourism Towns

Examples of towns that experience peaks in winter, especially 
July school holidays.

Town Population 6

Geraldton 31,982
Broome 16,222
Kununurra 5,308
Exmouth 2,514
Kalbarri 1,557

Southern Tourism Towns

Examples of towns that experience peaks, especially family self-
drive holidays, during school holidays.

Town Population 7

Albany 36,583
Busselton 25,329
Esperance 10,421
Margaret River 7,654
Denmark 5,845
Dunsborough 5,320

2 Tourism Research Australia, National Visitor Survey, YE December 2019.

3 Tourism Research Australia, National Visitor Survey, YE December 2019.

4 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016 Census, 2016.

5 Tourism Research Australia, National Visitor Survey, YE December 2019.

6 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census, 2016.

7 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census, 2016
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COVID-19
Intrastate tourism increased during the COVID-19 pandemic 
as Western Australians were restricted from international and 
interstate travel. However, the increase in intrastate visitation 
was not enough to cover the loss of international and interstate 
visitors for most tourism businesses.8

Even though demand for intrastate tourism increased during 
the pandemic, that demand was still concentrated in school 
holiday peak periods. Due to this peak, WA families missed out 
as tourism businesses were at capacity during school holidays, 
despite those same businesses struggling due to a lack of 
international and interstate visitors in non-peak periods.

The borders lifting does not instantly solve the problems 
created by more than two years of severely diminished traveller 
numbers. It is going to take time and support for the industry 
to recover. Increasing intrastate tourism by addressing school 
holiday peaks in demand will assist the industry to recover and 
continue the trend for increased intrastate tourism. 

The Proposition 
School holidays drive peak tourism seasons across Western 
Australia. For some regional destinations, the school holidays 
represent an extremely busy peak period where the local 
population increases dramatically, preceded and followed by 
very slow periods of trade. 

Staggering Western Australia’s public school holiday schedule 
across the State would provide for a better distribution of 
demand during these peak periods and provide a number of 
benefits for Western Australian residents and visitors, such as:

/ Reduced congestion on major highways, public transport, 
and flights.

/ Increased accommodation availability while reducing 
premiums paid for accommodation during school holidays by 
between four and 24 per cent.

/ Reduced crowds and wait times at major attractions, theme 
parks, restaurants, cafes, and other businesses resulting in an 
improved visitor experience.

/ Increased seasonal hours for casual and part-time staff, 
making it easier and more attractive for businesses to entice 
potential employees.

/ Improved work-life balance for working parents with school-
aged children, as there will be a decrease in all workers 
requesting the same leave period.

/ Increased business sustainability for thousands of regional 
businesses by extending their peak trading season.

/ Increased flexibility and productivity in workplaces as annual 
leave of working parents and operational staffing levels can 
be better managed.

/ A major boost to tourism in Western Australia.

8.  Tourism Research Australia, International Visitor Survey and National Visitor Survey, 2020 and 2021.

For some regional destinations, 
the school holidays represent 
an extremely busy peak period 
where the local population 
increases dramatically, 
preceded and followed by 
very slow periods of trade. 
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School Holidays in WA 
While children eagerly await school holidays, regional towns 
expectantly wait for the large crowds of holidaymakers that 
travel intrastate. During these peak periods, the highways are 
filled with travellers, the destinations become crowded, and 
accommodation normally attracts a significant premium due to 
heightened demand.

In 2019, prior to COVID-19 restrictions and border closures, 
school holiday peak periods would see regional towns 
experience an average of 15 per cent more visitors, 43 per cent 
more visitor nights, and 36 per cent more visitor expenditure 
from domestic overnight visitors alone.9

Public School Holiday Schedule (2019 and 2020)

 Begin End
2019   
Term 1 Holidays (Autumn) 13-Apr-19 28-Apr-19
Term 2 Holidays (Winter) 6-Jul-19 21-Jul-19
Term 3 Holidays (Spring) 28-Sep-19 13-Oct-19
Term 4 Holidays (Summer) 20-Dec-19 2-Feb-20
2020   
Term 1 Holidays (Autumn) 10-Apr-20 27-Apr-20
Term 2 Holidays (Winter) 4-Jul-20 19-Jul-20
Term 3 Holidays (Spring) 26-Sep-20 11-Oct-20
Term 4 Holidays (Summer) 18-Dec-20 31-Jan-21

School Holidays = Crowds and High Prices 
Nightly room and site tariffs can increase between 30 and 50 
per cent10 above the annual average in destinations such as 
Busselton during school holidays. The premium price tag forces 
some families to choose alternative destinations.

Occupancy rates in many holiday destinations often reach close 
to 90 per cent with many properties fully booked, crowding 
many people out of the market during these peak times and 
making it hard for some families to find accommodation in 
certain destinations. 

Some Families Miss Out 
With the current public school holiday schedule, many families 
have to miss out on travelling during the school holidays. Parents 
of public school children all end up requiring the same period of 
annual leave in order to travel during school holidays. Employers 
simply cannot grant these annual leave requests to all employees.

Volatile Demand Creates Pressure  
for Businesses
The short surge in demand from school holidays puts pressure 
on businesses. During these periods, businesses must ramp 
up rapidly to cope with a surge in demand, which is typically 
followed by a rapid decline in demand. This volatility results in 
the accommodation and food service sectors experiencing the 
highest level of casual employment of any industry in Western 
Australia, with nearly 70 per cent of the workforce being casual.11 

Small towns in Western Australia typically have small populations 
that see a short and sharp increase in visitors during peak 
periods. It presents a significant and ongoing challenge for the 
local community to adequately manage and maintain staffing 
levels for this short time. By spreading out the population increase 
over a longer period, the tourism industry can offer consistent 
hours for longer periods of time, increasing the desirability for 
people to work within businesses that rely on families and tourists.

9   Tourism Research Australia, National Visitor Survey, 2019, and supplemented by data from STR Global 
(see methodology).

10   Tourism Research Australia, National Visitor Survey, 2019, and supplemented by data from STR Global 
(see methodology).

11  Tourism Research Australia, National Visitor Survey, YE December 2019.
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Average Occupancy Rates,  
School Holidays vs. Non-School Holidays, WA 

Source: STR, Australian Accommodation Monitor, 2021.

Occupancy rates in many holiday destinations 
often reach close to 90 per cent with many 
properties fully booked.

With the current public school holiday schedule, many families 
have to miss out on travelling during the school holidays. 

Occupancy Rates and Average Daily Rate, Busselton (2019)

Source: STR, Australian Accommodation Monitor, 2021. 
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Image credit: Tourism WA
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A Staggered Public School Holidays Schedule is Not New  
A staggered public school holiday schedule is not a new concept. There are existing examples from within Australia and overseas that 
demonstrate how this concept functions successfully. In many of these instances, the purpose of staggering the public school holiday 
schedule is to ease crowds and ensure everyone has the opportunity to have a holiday break.

Australia’s Eastern States
Traditionally, the public school holiday schedule for Queensland 
has differed from New South Wales and Victoria. The spring 
and summer holidays are often peak periods for Queensland’s 
holiday destinations and the staggered schedule helps to ease 
crowds and generally provides Queensland families a one-week 
period prior to interstate visitors arriving. Additionally, within 
New South Wales there is a staggered public school holiday 
schedule between western suburbs and eastern suburbs.

Just like Perth residents largely travel north during winter and 
south during summer, New South Wales residents largely travel 
to Queensland during winter and Tasmania during summer. 
Additionally, within New South Wales there is a staggered public 
school holiday schedule between the Western Division and the 
Eastern Division..

United States 
There is great deviation regarding the summer holidays and 
the official start to the school year across the United States 
and among various regions. These differences reach far beyond 
variances between government and independent schools. 
Traditionally, the reason for the staggered schedule is to provide 
families more time to take vacations and give young people 
more opportunities to secure holiday employment. 

Typically, the Southern and Southwestern regions start school 
earlier, with the East Coast and New England starting later. Starting 
dates vary across the country from late July/early August to late 
August/early September. It is not uncommon for two neighbouring 
school districts in one state to have different school schedules. 

Germany 
In Germany, individual states set the annual school schedule 
and it is common that school holidays will differ from one state 
to the next. The staggering school holiday schedule is done 
intentionally and planned carefully to reduce crowds during 
these peak tourism periods. This ensures that highways, rail 
networks and airports are not overwhelmed, and all families can 
enjoy their holiday experience.

Western Australian Private Schools
While public school holiday dates remain fixed, WA private 
schools already employ a schedule that differs from public 
schools. Extended school holidays allow children in private 
schools to take longer family holidays in non-peak periods, 
meaning those families enjoy the benefits of lower costs, less 
congestion and greater accommodation availability. 

The extra week was added in response to parents who wanted 
more time to travel with their children other than during the 
long Christmas break. The amended schedule has been credited 
with allowing more students to travel and providing them with 
valuable learning opportunities.12 

  PerthNow, WA private school holiday shake-up offers big winter break, 2018.

Image credit: Tourism WA

12  PerthNow, WA private school holiday shake-up offers big winter break, 2018.
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Staggering the Public School Holiday Schedule 
A staggered school holiday schedule could be realised by dividing the State’s schools into a northern and southern district based  
on the Swan River. 

The following table shows an example of how public school 
holidays could look with a staggered schedule. Schools in the 
northern district (or vice versa) could start most holidays a 
week before the southern district. This proposal would deliver a 
similar staggering of public school holidays as exists on the east 
coast of Australia. 

The potential schedule allows for the same holiday time and 
the same in-school time for everyone. However, each family 
would have three weeks of their school holidays per year with 
less people on holiday at the same time. For Western Australian 
families, this would mean three weeks of significantly less 
crowding, greater room availability, and lower prices.

In 2022, Western Australian families have 91 days of school 
holidays per annum, all taken over the same 91-day periods. 
The staggered schedule would still provide Western Australian 
families with 91 days of school holidays but staggered by district 
over a 111-day period. All school holiday periods would still 
include public holidays, such as Easter, and additional pupil free 
days would not be affected.

Potential WA Staggered  
Public School Holiday Schedule 

 Northern District Southern District
School Holiday Begin End Begin End 
Autumn (Easter) 2-Apr-22 17-Apr-22 9-Apr-22 24-Apr-22
Winter 2-July-22 17-Jul-22 9-Jul-22 24-Jul-22
Spring 24-Sep-22 9-Oct-22 1-Oct-22 16-Oct-22
Summer (Christmas) 16-Dec-22 31-Jan-23 16-Dec-23 31-Jan-23

The potential schedule allows for 
the same holiday time and the same 
in-school time for everyone. However, 
each family would have three weeks of 
their school holidays per year with less 
people on holiday at the same time.

Image credit: Tourism WA
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Benefits of a Staggered Public School Holidays Schedule 

Visitor Benefits 
Visitors would benefit in a number of ways from staggered 
public school holidays. Families would have more opportunities 
to travel, particularly FIFO families and shift workers. They 
would experience greater availability of accommodation, 
particularly family-oriented accommodation. Furthermore, the 
premium during school holidays would be between four and 24 
per cent lower due to less concentrated demand, depending 
on the destination and the time of year. There would be less 
congestion at attractions and theme parks as well as shorter 
wait times at restaurants, cafes, and shops. Intrastate, interstate, 
and international visitors would have overall better experiences 
while travelling in Western Australia.

Economic Benefits 
The economy would benefit in two main ways. Firstly, the 
tourism sector would grow, increasing visitor nights by 1.4 per 
cent and overall visitor expenditure in the State by 3.5 per cent 
on an annual basis through the extension of peak periods.  
The increase in visitor expenditure ($299 million based on 2019 
expenditure) would support a net increase of $242 million in 
Gross State Product and 2,183 full-time equivalent jobs.13

Secondly, there would be an overall productivity gain across 
the economy, mainly generated through businesses across the 
State being able to count on having more workers available 
during school holidays (i.e., less workers trying to have the same 
time off). While this benefit would be felt most around the Perth 
Metropolitan region, the Western Australian regions would be 
the main beneficiaries of the first economic benefit (i.e., from 
extension of peak periods). 

Tourism Staffing Benefits 
There would be more seasonal shifts available for workers 
during tourism peak periods and staff accommodation would 
become more available due to the reduction in congestion. 
Equally, businesses would find it easier to find staff due to the 
ability to offer more hours for longer periods of time.

Within the tourism sector, it would alleviate the immense 
pressure placed on small populations during peak periods 
which makes attracting staff to work for short periods of time 
an ongoing challenge. With greater accommodation availability 
and more consistent hours for a longer period of time, this will 
present greater job prospects for students, backpackers, and 
other seasonal workers.

Workplace Benefits and Work-Life Benefits
Beyond the tourism industry, employees and employers across 
all workplaces would see advantages with a staggered school 
holiday schedule. For employees, it would decrease the need to 
compete with other parents in the workplace looking to book time 
off during the same timeframe. For employers, it would increase 
staffing availability during these periods, increasing productivity. 

Image credit: Tourism WA

13 Tourism Research Australia, National Visitor Survey 2019 and supplemented by data from STR Global  
(see methodology).
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Transportation Benefits 
With a staggered school holiday schedule, families would no 
longer be travelling within the same timeframe. This would 
alleviate traffic congestion on major roads heading south or 
north from Perth. This would reduce stress and could potentially 
reduce the risk of road incidents. 

Business Benefits 
Tourism businesses would become more sustainable through 
the extension of peak periods. An extended peak period would 
reduce the risk of an adverse event (e.g. weather, bushfires, etc) 
disrupting planned travel for an entire peak period. Due to an 
increased confidence in the peak period, businesses would have 
greater capability of securing supplies and staff.

Destination Benefits 
Various holiday destinations would benefit through providing 
a better visitor experience (i.e., less congestion and crowding), 
which would increase their brand value. These benefits would 
further support various Western Australian regional destinations. 
It would improve their ability to attract interstate and international 
visitors as they would continue to see more positive comments via 
traveller and tourism sites (i.e., TripAdvisor, hotels.com, etc.) and 
social media.

Public and private investment in tourism facilities would be 
enhanced, as there would be greater visitor use of the facilities 
over time and less congestion of facilities during school holiday 
peaks. For example, tourism businesses would be more likely to 
invest in family friendly attractions and accommodation options 
due to the increased usage and occupancy. 

 

Tourism businesses would become more sustainable 
through the extension of peak periods. An extended 
peak period would reduce the risk of an adverse event 
disrupting planned travel for an entire peak period.

Image credit: Tourism WA
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