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 AHA (NT) Submission on Revenue Paper 

THE AHA (NT) welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission into the Northern Territory’s 

Revenue Review. 

Background 

The Hospitality and Tourism sector is the second largest sector in the NT following mining. We 

employ approximately 17,000 people a year.  

The AHA (NT) was established in 1979 and is the leading Territory hospitality industry association. 

We currently have over 230 members, associates and sponsors ranging from small country 

establishments to 5-star hotels, breweries, beverage suppliers, local farmers, furnishings and many 

other diverse complimentary businesses. 

Representing such a wide range of businesses there are many concerns with the wide range of 

taxation levers discussed in the Revenue Review paper. Following some general comments a few key 

areas of concern are identified. 

 

General Comments 

The timing of the review process is concerning for many members. The current economic climate is 

not positive, business confidence is flailing and even the Chief Minister of the Northern Territory has 

taken to describing 2018 as a tough year ahead. 

And whilst projected tourist and population numbers are down, our businesses are under continued 

pressure with regards our cost of inputs. 

Cost of goods have continued to rise, Excise Tax rises on alcohol occur every 6 months, based on CPI 

which is largely set from the prevailing economic conditions in Southern States which are doing 

considerably better than the NT at the moment. 

Insurance costs continue to rise, and the jurisdiction no longer has a government owned provider to 

keep downward pressure on premiums, which is exacerbated by the relative high number of policy 

holders in cyclone and flood affected areas in the jurisdiction. 
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Additionally, our sector faces a tightening of lending practices. Banks have lowered Lending Ratios 

on hospitality businesses. 

Music Licensing fees, their collection of which are supported through Commonwealth approved 

mechanism, are set for a drastic increase as that Industry, when faced with technological disruption 

and erosion of their consumer base, targets venues for higher fees all of which adds to the current 

cost pressures our businesses are facing. 

The Container Deposit Scheme continues to have a cost impact on our industry relative to our 

interstate competitors and with a weakened economic outlook and price sensitive customers this is 

being shouldered by industry. 

In this context, to increase market uncertainty, float broad scale tax reform, and raise questions of 

sovereign risk, is concerning for our members. 

Long term investments have been made by our businesses and members into developing the 

Territory and providing real and long-term jobs to locals. The uncertainty created from lack of long 

term clarity on taxation is stifling confidence and stymieing further investment. 

The sooner clarity and certainty can be provided by the NT Government, the sooner confidence can 

return and investment can flow. 

To that end we encourage the NT Government to, as quickly as possible, refine this broad ranging 

“everything is on the table” approach and distil it down to the key taxation initiatives it seeks to 

engage the community and business sector on. 

Our members are also challenged by the assertion that due to a drop in GST relativity this revenue 

paper and its options examined is required. The GST is underpinned upon the basis of Horizontal 

Fiscal Equalisation. This is a clear acknowledgement by the Commonwealth and all States and 

Territories of the need to adjust support to jurisdictions based on their specific cost of service 

provision and need to equalise the government services provided to smaller jurisdictions like the 

Northern Territory. 

In this way there is a clear acknowledgement that special dispensation is required when looking at 

the Northern Territory to ensure our competitiveness and equality (In government service provision 

in this regard) with larger jurisdictions. The AHA (NT) similarly contend that this policy position 

should flow through the NT Government when considering how its tax levers and their relative 
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competitiveness affect the overall cost of living, cost of doing business and liveability of the 

Northern Territory. 

Another clear message that has come from our membership strongly is that taxation is only one 

piece of the pie. Everyone supports the essential and vital frontline services provided by 

hardworking and valued public servants in our community be they nurses, teachers, police and the 

like. 

But is the NT Government honestly claiming that they cannot cut their own cloth to suit their 

budgets? There are no inefficiencies in the system that they can address? There is no wastage, 

delays and cost overruns that can be managed better? 

Many of our membership are smaller operators. The “mum and dad” small businesses that are the 

back bone of our nation’s economy. This section of our community strives to continually drive down 

their own cost bases and personally work long and stressful hours to keep their businesses running. 

It is difficult for these business operators to see a Government that on the one hand is spending 

millions and millions on ‘nice to have’ projects and programs and at the same time are seeking a 

‘mature conversation’ with our members about how broke they are sufficiently so that more needs 

to be taken out of our back pockets. 

It is clear that any additional taxes imposed on our sector are really Job Destroying taxes.  

Accordingly, the AHA (NT) believes the Government’s response to their Taxation Review should 

similarly and at least in the same magnitude identify a level of ‘self-effort’ from the NT Government 

to address the challenge they are seeking the community and business engage upon. 

Various taxation issues important to our membership will now be addressed. 

 

Alcohol Tax 

At the outset, the AHA NT supports the work undertaken by Trevor Riley and his team in reviewing 

the Northern Territory’s alcohol polices and legislation. 

We look forward to working with the NT Government on implementing their response released 27 

February 2018 and will work constructively with them in the development of a new Liquor Act. 



5 
 

The Government’s response to the Riley Review indicated they would be proceeding with the 

implementation of a ‘Risk Based Licensing’ system.  The AHA (NT) does not support this course of 

action. 

The AHA (NT) believes that the introduction of annual liquor licence fees, whether they be risk-based 

or otherwise are not justified by the size, nature and risk profile of the Territory’s licensed 

environment. 

Historically, licensees paid an annual liquor licence fee based on their wholesale purchases of liquor 

products, including a ‘Living with Alcohol’ levy. Following a High Court decision, the collection of 

liquor licensing fees was handed over to the Commonwealth. 

With the advent of revised taxation arrangements, including the introduction of a Goods and 

Services Tax in 2000 (GST), the wholesale tax arrangements on liquor were rolled into the GST 

taxation formula, with the GST proceeds collected on all retail sales of liquor in the NT being rebated 

to the NT Government. 

At present, taxes to the tune of $50 million are paid from alcohol sales in the NT in the form of Excise 

Tax and GST. On top of this, any premise that turns a profit is then taxed again through income tax 

and corporate tax mechanisms. 

So, in effect every holder of a NT liquor licence continues to pay a higher rate of annual taxation 

directly related to their ability to pay via sales turnover. Also, Commonwealth excise on alcohol 

products continues to apply in addition to GST. 

Given that High Court rulings effectively prohibit States and Territories from taxing alcohol other 

jurisdictions have devised systems to get around this prohibition, namely by implementing annual 

‘Risk Based Licensing’ alcohol schemes which we believe are a tax in all but name. 

They are a tax because they whilst they hide behind licence fee structures and are allegedly linked to 

the level of inherent ‘risk’ the factors for assessment invariably come down to capacity and volume 

of takeaway sales metrics, with a few compliance matrix thrown in for good measure. 

No one can produce anything concrete to suggest a larger well managed venue produces any more 

or less inherent ‘risk’ than a smaller one and yet this Southern system of alcohol taxation looks set to 

be implemented in the Northern Territory. 
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Based on a similar scheme in force in the ACT, our modelling suggests that our smaller venues could 

be facing an annual fee of between $20,000-$40,000 depending on their level of takeaway sales and 

on-premise capacity. 

The AHA (NT) fundamentally opposes a Territory tax on alcohol disguised as a licence fee system. 

Such a tax would increase the cost of living for Territorians, increase the cost of doing business in a 

currently depressed economic climate and would decrease the value and quality of our tourist 

offering relative to our competitors. 

With the improvement and decreasing costs of the distribution and logistical systems, coupled with 

consumer preferences chasing lower costs drifting towards online purchasing through ‘click and 

collect’ mechanisms, ‘buyer’s clubs’ and similar all the NT Government will do if it increases costs 

significantly in our industry will drive customers and consumers interstate and make Government 

regulatory systems harder to manage. 

The AHA (NT) will continue to advocate on behalf of our members on this issue through the industry 

consultation committee the NT Government has established. 

 

Payroll Tax and Employment Costs 

Payroll Tax is a tax on jobs and jobs creation, pure and simple. The possibility of lowering the 

threshold is discussed in the discussion paper. This would affect the small – mid-sized ‘Mum and 

Dad’ operators who, to keep cost of staff down are often subjecting themselves to gruelling 

workloads. Any increased tax on this sector of our industry would be felt especially hard. These 

businesses are often in regional and remote locations where there are very few other service and 

job providers available should they cease to be no longer viable. 

The possibility to raising the rate collected is also discussed. This would affect members of our 

industry who are already paying payroll tax. Our industry is a large employer and our staff cost 

relative to income is high when compared to other industries. Increasing the cost of doing business 

for businesses already paying payroll tax really dampens their ability to put additional people in 

employment, adding to the cost burden borne by the Commonwealth and Territory government. 

Our arguments against payroll tax increasing or a reduction in the threshold are similar to employers 

across industry sectors. Where we would be different however is that unlike the broader business 
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community our businesses have just experienced a significant tax increase on their gaming 

machines. 

Our industries relatively high reliance on Visa workers to fill jobs that are otherwise unfillable add to 

the cost of employing people in the Territory. The fees the Commonwealth collects from the Visa 

system often have to be borne by the employer as part of the incentive package to get the stable 

workforce we require to continue to provide competitive service to locals and visitors alike. 

Add to that muted changes to Workers compensation systems in the Northern Territory which look 

likely to increase premiums in our industry by 20-25% and you start to get an appreciation of how 

costly it already is for our industry to employ people. Any increases to those costs will stymie job 

creation and retention. 

The AHA remains concerned that any moves to lower the payroll tax threshold would hit our smaller 

members who may already be facing two significant tax / fee hikes over a short period which could 

lead to their closure. 

The same businesses also face the possible implementation of a risk-based liquor licensing scheme 

which, depending on their takeaway sales could see annual fees of between $30,000-$40,000 from 

2019 onwards and so are already facing considerable challenges. 

 

Bed Tax 

Tourism is critical to the Northern Territory. The 2015-16 State Tourism Accounts released June 2017 

indicates that in that year 9,200 people were directly employed in Tourism related activity in the 

Northern Territory. Additionally, $3.2 billion of tourism goods and services were consumed by 

domestic and international visitors in in our jurisdiction. Put another way, we account for 2% of 

national tourism consumption with a population base of 0.85%. 

The AHA (NT) and our members are not supportive of the re-introduction of any ‘bed taxes’ into the 

jurisdiction. Prior to the introduction of the GST the Territory’s tourism sector paid a bed tax to the 

NT Government. This was then rolled into the taxation arrangements for GST on accommodation 

sales and the Commonwealth assumed the collection of taxes raised by the provision of 

accommodation under the GST taxation system.  
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Any additional taxation will reduce the Territory’s domestic and international competitiveness and 

cause tourists to look elsewhere for a holiday destination – particularly as no other Australian 

jurisdiction is pursuing a similar additional tax. 

There was a proposal for a 5% additional bed tax in Queensland prior to their last State election. 

Both major parties rejected it in their policy platforms but not before industry modelling indicated a 

5 per cent bed-tax would increase the average room-rate in Queensland from $156 to $164 per 

night. While this rise would’ve hurt their accommodation sector, it would also have had flow-on 

effects across the whole visitor economy. 

The AHA (NT) thinks any additional bed tax is a bad idea that would hurt the Territory’s visitor 

economy, add to the cost of business travel and make us less competitive.  

 

Land Tax 

The AHA (NT) shares the views of other significant stakeholders including the Property Council of 

Australia, Chamber of Commerce and the Northern Territory Business Council in opposing any 

moves to implement a land tax in the NT. 

Despite our concerns, should the NT Government decide to implement a land tax regime in the 

jurisdiction, the AHA (NT) would want to see protections in place that prohibit the tax being passed 

onto the lessee. 

The Northern Territory benefits from being the only State or Territory in Australia that doesn’t have 

land tax. This provides us with a competitive advantage in attracting and retaining capital investment 

into the jurisdiction. 

The property industry is already one of the highest taxed sectors in Australia. The introduction of a 

land tax will make the Territory a less attractive place to invest and to live. 

We do not support changing this, especially at a time where land values are under pressure. 

Implementing a land tax would put further downward pressure on land values in the NT. 

Additionally, the role of the Government as the largest tenant in the commercial property sector 

needs to be further scrutinised. The NT Government props up many landowners and encourages 

them to build by providing long term anchor tenancy agreements. 
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These agreements invariably lead to the abandonment of other buildings in the CBD which 

contributes to the depressed economic activity, vibrancy and urban activation within the precinct as 

a whole. 

Rather than continuing this constant churn, perhaps the NT Government should negotiate cheaper 

rents with these landlords to remain in situ with the millions in subsequent savings removing the 

need to implement land taxes across the Territory. 

 

Utility prices an Indirect Tax 

The Northern Territory Government owns the power and water providers in the jurisdiction. 

Focussing specifically on generation and distribution of power (as opposed to retail) and water and 

sewerage systems, the Government has significant levers at their disposal that add considerably to 

the cost of living and cost of doing business in the Northern Territory and as such can be viewed as 

indirect taxes. 

Any moves that draw a larger dividend from the Government owned corporations will place upward 

pressure on electricity and water charges. Business users are often seen as an easier political target 

than households to shoulder these additional costs. The AHA (NT) does not support additional 

dividend and revenue growth in the GOCs that come as a direct hit on the cost of living and cost of 

doing business of Territorians. 

Making these businesses more efficient and more equitable should be the Government’s objective. 

An example of the inequality that exists currently is the situation of accommodation venues who are 

charged sewerage fees per toilet.  

This has the perverse outcome of making a three-star hotel/motel who may only have full or close to 

full occupancy for a couple of weeks a year pay the sewerage fees as another venue that has higher 

occupancy, and hence water and sewerage usage, all year round. This lack of seasonal adjustment 

ensures higher effective fees at the lower end of the industry. A better and readily available solution 

would be to look at metered water usage at venues and proportion sewerage fees accordingly. 
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Bookmaker and Betting Exchanges Tax 

The Northern Territory has given preferential treatment to bookmakers and betting exchanges far 

beyond the conditions experienced by the rest of the gaming and wagering industry. As the Revenue 

paper outlines, Corporate Bookmakers and betting exchanges pay tax at a rate of 10 per cent on 

gross profits, capped at a maximum of 500 000 revenue units (currently $575 000). 

The Territory Revenue discussion paper identifies tax receipts to the Territory in the order of $5.4 

million in 2016-17. The paper fails to mention the combined Turnover of Corporate Bookmakers is in 

the order of over $20 billion a year making. As an example, Sportsbet turned over $5.5 billion and 

made a profit of around $200 million. Their Territory Tax payable was $575,000 meaning a tax on 

profits rate of 0.28%. 

This effective marginal tax rate of well below 10% makes them the lowest taxed sector in the gaming 

and wagering industry by a considerable margin and places local Territory content and products at a 

disadvantage. 

The newsagent network throughout our suburbs and towns suffer as a direct result with products 

like Lottoland cannibalising their government regulated and sanctioned lottery businesses. Even NT 

Keno which is a wholly local operation from start to finish has a higher tax rate at 10% which the 

Corporate Bookmakers and betting exchangers are cannibalising. 

The arguments proffered to date have been that this secures jobs in the Territory that would 

otherwise not be here. Given the large local footprint of Newsagents and Keno and betting retailers 

who offer the competing products combined with the national changes to the industry described 

below this proposition is quickly losing currency. 

With the amalgamation of Tabcorp and Tatts, subsequent nationalisation of the Tote, and the 

concentration and contraction of the corporate bookmaking industry, we have seen the closure and 

downsizing of corporate bookmakers operating in the NT and this trend is set to continue. 

At the same time, the Casinos, pubs and clubs have all had their taxes and levies raised in the past 

three years. These businesses, relying on physical customers walking into their ‘bricks and mortar’ 

establishments, are not subject to the same national headwinds that are affecting the bookmaking 

industry and provide real and long-term jobs for Territorians. 
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The NT Government should shift its focus in providing a low tax jurisdiction for corporate 

bookmakers where larger forces are at play and instead provide taxation relief to the ‘bricks and 

mortar’ gaming venues in the Territory to further grow and sustain employment opportunities. 

The Territory Revenue Paper describes at length how, in order to be competitive with other States, 

the bookmaking industry needs relative tax relief from the Territory. This same rationale is missing 

from the other sectors in the industry. Where is the recognition that the Casinos are competing 

nationally and internationally and how do the taxes imposed by the Territory Government on our 

local operators hamper their ability to compete? 

Why does the NT Government persist with products like Lottoland which are a direct competitor to 

official lottery products, licenced and appropriately taxed across the country including in the 

Territory, which are the mainstay in keeping newsagents in suburbs, towns and rural and remote 

locations? 

Where is the acknowledgement that smaller, often regional, pubs and clubs in other jurisdictions pay 

no tax or significantly lower taxes on their gaming revenue which allows them to stay in business 

longer, vitally adding to the social and economic offerings of their towns and villages? 

Even the larger gaming venues in the Territory pay higher relative taxes than interstate, which 

directly affects their value and ability to finance on a national level. Where is the assessment this has 

on the industry’s ability to develop their offering for the benefit of locals and tourists and ultimately 

grow its contribution to Territory revenue? 

 

Conclusion 

The AHA (NT) welcomes the opportunity to discuss this submission in greater detail with the NT 

Government.  

We want to work with the NT Government in achieving its revenue aims whilst providing fair and 

reasonable return on investments for local Territory businesses who in good faith have borrowed 

and invested significantly into local projects.  
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Furthermore, the AHA (NT) want to ensure that the NT Government does not cut too close to the 

bone from any additional taxation burden, with the subsequent loss of regional and remote 

businesses, often in places where there are limited other services provided to those communities. 

The hospitality industry is a major employer and contributor to the NT’s economy and lifestyle.  We 

encourage the NT Government to provide taxation certainty and stability, as we have the potential 

to assist the Government with stimulating the NT’s flat economy this year and for many years to 

come. 

We also have the potential of ensuring the NT has a thriving hospitality scene with a high standard of 

amenity, food and beverage so we can compete with other States and Territories and assist the NT 

Government with attracting and retaining our population and developing our tourism offerings.   

 


