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One of the most welcoming areas in the world for the backpacking budget traveler is Australia, which offers many special services specifically for this type of visitor. While North American tourism representatives lament, "But they don't spend any money," Australia has done studies to prove that Down Under, it's just not true.

According to a recent report in the Sydney Morning Herald, research has indicated that backpackers will actually contribute more to the economy than the "traditional" tourist, and are a boon for regional Australia. (A backpacker is defined by the Australian Bureau of Statistics as someone who stays at least one night in a budget hostel.) The studies found:

- Backpackers make up the fastest growing segment of the inbound tourism market, and the average backpacker on a working visa spends about $4,350 U.S. (compared with $2,050 for the average tourist who stays in a hotel).

- In Australia approximately 8,000 people are employed housing, feeding and transporting the estimated 400,000 backpackers who visit each year.

- Backpackers also tend to spread their money, not just to dive operators, bus companies and rafting specialists, but to shops where they buy groceries, gas stations where they fill their campervans and pubs where they drink their beers.

Combine that with the fact that many Australians have traveled this way themselves on extended foreign adventures, and a significant tourism industry has developed. Here's a sampling of the types of backpacker services currently available.

Wayward Bus says it's about travel, not transport. It's a small, independent tour operator with a good reputation among international travelers that helps them explore a new region, then drops them at their next destination. Travel is by 16- to 22-passenger vehicles. There are no age restrictions, but most passengers will be in their 20s and 30s.

Tours include Kangaroo Island, and the Red Center and Alice Springs. One of its most popular routes is the 3 1/2-day trip between Melbourne and Adelaide, which includes driving what is known as The Great Ocean Road (www.greatoceanrd.org.au/). Along with shipwrecks and surfing beaches, this is one of the most spectacular scenic ocean drives in the world.

There are departures at least once a week, year-round. The tour costs about $177 (all prices U.S.), which includes three nights hostel accommodation, three breakfasts, three lunches and entry to national parks. It's possible to upgrade to single and double room motel accommodation. For details, log onto www.waywardbus.com.au.

Since 1995, Pioneering Spirit has shuttled small groups of backpackers on a three-day journey from Sydney up the East Coast to one of Australia's favorite surfing destinations, Byron Bay. If you're lucky, along the route you may spot whales, dolphins, kangaroos and wallabys. The new season started on Aug. 9. This small company will take up to 21 passengers at a time, and make it an adventure, with stops for wine tastings in the Hunter Valley, rainforest walks, surf rafting and sea kayaking at Coffs Harbour and visits to a volunteer-run koala hospital at Port Macquarie. Overnights are spent at a homestead, and a pub (twin rooms), and the whole trip costs $145. For information phone: 011-61-2-6685-7721 (in Australia you can call toll-free 800-672-422), or get details online at www.pioneeringspirit.com.au.

YHA Australia, which is affiliated with the worldwide membership network Hostelling International, has more than 150 locations providing low-cost lodgings in renovated hotels, guesthouses, farms and schools. Some are in gateway cities, others in rural areas and places of historical significance.

Nightly rates range from $6 to $14 for shared room accommodation. Many also have twin, double and family rooms available. On the YHA web site you can get details on a variety of special accommodation/transportation packages designed for budget travelers who want to remain flexible. For example, you can purchase a three-month pass for the Greyhound bus services to travel up Australia's East Coast, from Sydney all the way to Cairns (no backtracking), and vouchers for 10 nights shared-room YHA accommodation, for $291. This offer is valid until March 31, 2003. It's wise not to pre-purchase too many accommodation nights because there are many competing independent hostels, and in some locations you may want to stay at an alternative, because of location. See opportunities online at www.yha.org.au.

Oz Experience is the big guy when it comes to backpacker bus services in Australia. This hop-on-hop-off service is available along a wide variety of popular routes (it also detours off the beaten track.) The buses make stops for activities, and the driver/guides will pre-book budget accommodations, and drop off and pick up passengers at hostel doors. Passes are sold in Australia and through many North American student travel services, such as STA Travel (800-781-4040; www.statravel.com). For the latest trip details, go online to www.ozexperience.com.  Copyright © 2002, Chicago Tribune 
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