
The Sunshine Coast is no stranger 
to large-scale sporting events – it’s 
been hosting them for more than 

50 years.
But there’s more to sport than fun and 

fi tness. With estimates sports events across 
the Sunshine Coast generate in excess of 
$100 million for the local economy and the 
sporting retail sector is worth that again, it 
is big business for the region.

And Sunshine Coast councillor Jason O’Pray 
is hoping to make it even bigger.

He has made it his personal mission to help 
the Sunshine Coast become Australia’s regional 
capital of sports events and says the council is in 
full support.

“We’re unashamedly going for every single 
sporting event we can get for the region,” he says.

The Coast is home to three triathlons, the 
International Rally of Queensland, the Winter 
Bowls Carnival, the Etchells Australasian 
Winter Championships and the Sunshine 
Coast Marathon, and has a robust horse 
racing industry.

We recently lost the PGA Tour, our biggest 
money-spinner. But this year the Coast has 
secured Tough Mudder, Ironman 70.3 and the 
Queensland Special Olympics and in 2016 
we will host the International Outrigger 
Championships and the Australian Surf 
Lifesaving Championships.

The latter is expected to inject a tidy 
$20 million into the economy.

It’s a growth area O’Pray believes we 
should take advantage of. “Event tourism 
is the singular greatest growth market of 
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tourism across Australia,” he says.
“About 40 per cent of domestic 

travel now involves an event – a 
sporting event or a cultural event. 
This is huge.”

Sunshine Coast Destinations director 
Bill Darby says the trend to travel for 
events is also increasing internationally. And 
with the Coast’s geographical advantages and 
proximity to Brisbane, we 
are perfectly placed to grow this market.

“At the moment I would estimate that we 
are only 20 per cent of our annual capacity to 
host sporting events,” Darby says.

We are already recognised as a major 
sporting region.

“I would say … we would be in the top 
three across Australia as a sporting destination 
and as a sporting region,” O’Pray says.

Other regional areas in this market 
include the Gold Coast, Geelong, Cairns 
and Wollongong.

Our natural environment is one of our 
greatest assets and selling points.

“Things like Tough Mudder, the triathlons, 
the Surf Lifesaving Championships – these 
natural events that don’t require a stadium, is 
where we’re at the fore,” O’Pray says

The Noosa Triathlon, which is celebrating 
its 30th anniversary this year, is the second 
largest triathlon in the world and probably 
our best-known sporting attraction.

“The Noosa Triathlon is the jewel in the 
crown,” O’Pray says. “It is somewhat of an icon 
of, not just triathlon, but sporting events across 
the country and the world.”

The Sunshine Coast Council estimates the 
Noosa and Mooloolaba Triathlons generate 
about $12 million each for the region.

But our longest standing event is most likely 
the Winter Bowls Carnival, which kicks off in 
July and has been a fi xture on the Coast for 
more than 50 years.

It is not as high profi le as the triathlons, but 
its economic contribution is not to be sniffed at, 
with the council estimating it generates about 
$3.5 million annually.

Winter Bowls Carnival Committee chairman 
George Lock says it draws more than 3000 
bowlers and family members to the Coast 
each year.
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Many are visitors from interstate and 
overseas and Lock says about 40 per cent of 

those visitors are from New Zealand.
And unlike most other sporting events, 

many participants stay for an extended 
period. The average is fi ve weeks 

but he says some stay as long as 
three months.

“Every time we have a visitor 
come from another region and spend 
money, we’ve effectively exported 

our services outside the region and 
decreased our reliance on our own 

economy,” Darby says.
It was big news when the Sunshine Coast 

secured the Tough Mudder for eight events 
over fi ve years – and for good reason. 

With 25,000 participants already registered 
for the August event, it is shaping up to be 

massive, although O’Pray says it has yet 
to prove itself.

The council, in partnership with 
Tough Mudder organisers, is 
undertaking a comprehensive 
economic assessment of the gruelling 
obstacle course, which has taken the 
world by storm.

As an international event 
with a New York head offi ce, the 
council is expecting substantial 

international coverage, especially 
via social media.

Media exposure is an 
added benefi t of sporting 

events, particularly when it 
includes international publicity.

What the International Rally of 
Queensland doesn’t deliver in spectator 

numbers, it well and truly makes up for in 
media coverage.
Rally media liaison Chris Nixon says the 

Sunshine Coast event, which is held in July, 
is broadcast to more than 118 nations with 
an estimated global audience in excess of 
75 million households.

“Our value is in our enormous international 
television exposure,” Nixon says.

While an economic impact statement for 

FAST FACTS
The portfolio of sporting events the 

council sponsors generates 

about $80 million in 
economic activity.  Another 

$20 million comes from 
non-sponsored sports events.

It’s estimated the sports 
retail sector is worth another 

$100 million.

Noosa and Mooloolaba 

triathlons are worth 

about $12 million each.

International Rally of 
Queensland generates about 

$5.5 million.

Winter Bowls Carnival 
generates about 

$3.5 million.

The Australian Surf 
Lifesaving Championships, 
secured for the Sunshine Coast in 
2016, are expected to generate 

about $20 million.

Noosa Triathlon celebrates 

its 30th anniversary 
this year.

The Winter Bowls Carnival has 

been running for 51 years.

We need to be able 
to leverage off those 
opportunities. The 
real importance of 
what we’re doing is 
that everyone comes 
together in a united 
vision

the rally hasn’t been done, the Sunshine Coast 
Council estimates it brings $5.5 million to the 
region and that’s without the media exposure.

While signature events like Noosa Triathlon 
and Tough Mudder generate substantial 
economic activity for the Coast, O’Pray is 
quick to point out it is often the smaller 
competitions that have a bigger spin off.

He says events like the Queensland Special 
Olympics, which will be held on the Coast this 
year, has an economic benefi t far greater than 
some of the big events because of its high 
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spectator numbers and the time and cost of 
putting bigger events together.

He suggests the Sunshine Coast should be 
trying to attract more small-scale competitions 
such as Queensland school championships.

The Coast’s movers and shakers are certainly 
aware of the opportunities that sporting events 
present to the region. 

The Draft Major and Regional Events Strategy 
was put to the council for endorsement this week, 
with the aim of attracting new events and 
protecting and enhancing existing events.

Next week the Sunshine Coast Sports 
Federation is hosting a Commonwealth Games 
business lunch to get an understanding of how 
local businesses and sporting organisations can 
participate and benefi t from opportunities 
resulting from the 2018 Gold Coast Games.

Yesterday’s Urban Development Institute of 
Australia breakfast at Maroochydore focused on 
the Business of Sport and Education – capitalising 
on our natural advantage.

Professor Mike Clements, School of Business 
head at the University of the Sunshine Coast, was 
one of the speakers, and says as a region we need 
to identify what our key sports offerings and 
opportunities are.

“We need to be able to co-ordinate and 
leverage off those opportunities,” Clements says.

“The real importance of what we’re doing is 
that everyone comes together in a united vision.”

Darby also highlights the need for stakeholders 
to work together.

He says the region needs to carefully consider 
the best way forward for handling marketing and 
administration of major events and expects the 
council and local and regional tourism 
organisations to work more closely and 
collaboratively in the future.

“The reason for that is we’re not yet where 
we need to be with our share of funding from 
Tourism and Events Queensland compared with 
other tourism regions,” he says. “We’ve got some 
catching up to do.”

He says our greatest challenge is to be 
competitive when tendering for major sporting 
events.

Sunshine Coast Business Council chair Sandy 
Zubrinich says another challenge is ensuring easy 
accessibility to the region.

“It is one thing to attract and win these kind 
of events, it’s another to make them accessible 
… and the upgrade of the Bruce Highway is 
absolutely critical,” she says.

With leaders from tourism, business, education 
and local government all touting the benefi ts of 
sporting events, we can expect to see more sport 
across the region in future years.

Annual sporting events:
Noosa Triathlon
Mooloolaba Triathlon
Caloundra Triathlon
International Rally of Queensland  
Sunshine Coast Marathon (second year)
Winter Bowls Carnival 
Etchells Australasian Winter 
  Championships

New sporting events 
the Sunshine Coast has 
secured:
Tough Mudder (August 17–18, 2013)
Ironman 70.3 (September 15, 2013)
Queensland Special Olympics (2013)
International Outrigger Championships
  (2016)
Australian Surf Lifesaving 
Championships (2016)
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