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Britain, the EU & Tourism 

About VisitBritain and VisitEngland

Tourism is currently worth £126.9 billion to Britain’s economy. It is Britain’s third largest 
service export, with inbound tourism contributing £26.2 billion a year to the economy. In 
England, tourism contributes £106 billion to the British economy and supports 2.6 million 
jobs1. 

VisitBritain and VisitEngland are the national tourist boards with responsibility for advising 
government on issues relating to the sector, including barriers to growth and providing 
customer insight. VisitBritain is the strategic body for inbound tourism and is responsible for 
promoting Britain and its nations and regions to international visitors. VisitBritain aims to 
grow export earnings from inbound tourism and deliver jobs and growth across Britain. 
VisitBritain has an overseas network which connects us with a global audience across four 
regions - Europe, the Americas, Asia, China and North East Asia. We implement 
differentiated marketing strategies to maximise return in all of them, based on our customer 
insight, motivators for travel, our knowledge of the barriers to inbound tourism growth and 
our solutions for addressing them.

VisitEngland’s remit is to maintain distinct activities to develop and market English tourism. 
To fulfil that its focus is:

- understanding customer needs; 
- developing best in class products;
- getting products to market;
- ensuring that the quality of the products meets customer needs. 

These activities are all encompassed in the Discover England Fund. 

Summary

VisitBritain is sending out the message that Britain is open for business: 
o We are building on a long term trend of growth in visitor numbers and spend. The 

latest numbers show that July 2016 was the best month we have ever seen for visitor 
numbers to Britain and we also had our best ever August; 2015 was the fifth 
consecutive year of growth in visitor numbers.

o We have secured extensive press coverage overseas and in the UK for our post-
referendum messages promoting both Britain and the ‘staycation’. 

o We are pushing the message that there will be no initial change in the way people 
can travel.

o Britain offers fantastic value for money at the moment, particularly in high spending 
long haul markets such as China and the USA. VisitBritain has been pushing the 
value message in market and has sought partners for tactical campaigns around 
value (e.g. British Airways tactical campaign in the USA.) 

o However, the weak British pound has increased the cost of our operations overseas 
and effectively cut our budget for marketing activity by £2 million; we would therefore 
welcome additional resources to close this gap and enable us to capitalise on this 
opportunity. 

1 https://www.visitbritain.org/sites/default/files/vb-corporate/Documents-
Library/documents/Tourism_Jobs_and_Growth_2013.pdf 

https://www.visitbritain.org/sites/default/files/vb-corporate/Documents-Library/documents/Tourism_Jobs_and_Growth_2013.pdf
https://www.visitbritain.org/sites/default/files/vb-corporate/Documents-Library/documents/Tourism_Jobs_and_Growth_2013.pdf


Based on our analysis of the inbound tourism sector, our three priorities for Britain’s future 
relationship with the EU are:

1. Market access: Continuing access to the single aviation market. 73% of our 
international visitors arrive by air and the open skies agreements we have with the 
EU, and through the bloc the US, are vital to providing the flights which connect us to 
our international markets. 

2. Border security and migration: continued visa free travel. With two thirds of our 
inbound visitors coming from EU countries last year, it is clear that our European 
visitors value the ease with which they can travel to Britain. We do not want to see 
visas required for holidays, business trips or visits to see friends and family to Britain 
by our European neighbours.

3. Domestic consequentials: An opportunity to revisit regulation. Some European 
regulations are not popular with the travel and tourism industry and we have an 
exciting opportunity to design a better system of regulation which both protects 
consumers and also allows businesses to offer the products which their customers 
want.

Background: Tourism and the EU

The continent of Europe is the world’s largest tourism market, with almost half of all travel 
originating there.2 In 2015, 67% of visits to the UK and 44% of spend in the UK was from 
other EU member states; 8 of our top 10 and 13 of our top 20 inbound markets are EU 
member states.3 In general, long haul markets like China and the Gulf are higher spending, 
which is why the EU’s share of spending is lower than their share of visits. The table below 
shows the volume and value of visits from all current EU member states, showing the growth 
over the last five years4.

 
Visits 
000s   

Spending 
£m   

 2010 2015 Growth 2010 2015 Growth
Total EU 20304 24213 19% £8,036 £9,705 21%
       
France 3618 4171 15% £1,142 £1,493 31%
Germany 3004 3249 8% £1,193 £1,378 15%
Irish Republic 2629 2632 0% £883 £934 6%
Spain 1809 2197 21% £824 £999 21%
Netherlands 1758 1897 8% £717 £676 -6%
Italy 1472 1794 22% £722 £890 23%
Poland 1101 1707 55% £313 £438 40%
Belgium 1136 1175 3% £401 £371 -8%
Sweden 758 850 12% £357 £510 43%
Denmark 550 756 37% £245 £356 45%
Romania 233 693 198% £104 £215 107%
Czech Republic 278 465 67% £99 £140 42%
Portugal 316 392 24% £125 £174 39%
Hungary 214 328 53% £60 £68 13%
Austria 288 277 -4% £155 £164 5%

2 Oxford Economics
3 International Passenger Survey and Countries, European Union
4 Source: International Passenger Survey

http://europa.eu/about-eu/countries/index_en.htm


Lithuania 137 271 98% £41 £55 33%
Finland 170 245 44% £92 £137 49%
Greece 174 225 29% £129 £169 31%
Slovakia 154 175 13% £58 £52 -10%
Bulgaria 88 173 98% £44 £61 38%
South Cyprus 98 124 27% £78 £91 17%
Luxembourg 53 122 130% £23 £61 167%
Latvia 62 113 82% £38 £43 12%
Malta 66 74 12% £44 £42 -4%
Croatia 38 40 4% £19 £27 39%
Estonia 49 36 -28% £25 £52 113%
Slovenia 50 34 -30% £18 £10 -45%

EU member states have followed the wider trend of growth – we have now seen five 
consecutive years of increasing visitor numbers. We would be happy to share additional 
insight into particular markets if the Committee would find that useful. 

France and Germany are two of VisitBritain’s priority GREAT markets, which receive 
significant amounts of investment in marketing from the GREAT campaign. We also have a 
physical presence in Spain, the Netherlands, Italy and Sweden; our colleagues in those 
markets are able to flex their activity to cover neighbouring markets like Belgium and 
Denmark. 

Perceptions of Britain’s welcome

The UK ranks 11th out of 50 countries for welcome in the Anholt Nations Brand Index (NBI), 
having improved two places between 2014 and 2015. This is notable as the UK has hovered 
between 12th and 14th place for welcome in recent years (with 2013, the year after the 
London Olympics, being an exception).

If visited, the people 
would make me feel 
very welcome 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 Change 2014-15

ALL NBI MARKETS 14 13 13 12 13 10 13 11 +2

However, individual European markets rank the UK lower than average and we believe that 
the vote to leave risks damaging perceptions of Britain’s welcome. The table below 
highlights the views of Europeans questioned in the NBI survey – apart from Sweden, EU 
citizens questioned on the UK’s welcome rank us less favourably than the average ranking 
of 11th.5 

 If visited, the people 
would make me feel 
very welcome 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 Change 14-15
France 21 23 22 19 18 15 18 14 +4
Germany 21 22 24 23 20 20 22 16 +6
Italy 14 14 17 14 12 16 15 12 +3

5 Note that not all 27 EU markets are on the NBI panel, which is made up of people from 50 markets



Poland 21 20 22 18 20 15 21 23 -2
Sweden 12 6 8 5 4 6 3 4 -1

We expect to receive the latest update to the Nations Brand Index by the beginning of 
December 2016; the fieldwork was conducted in July, soon after the referendum. 

Sentiment following the referendum 

In August, VisitBritain conducted some online research in order to assess consumer 
perceptions of Britain’s welcome and value for money following the referendum, in order to 
understand the impact this might have on future visitor numbers. This research was carried 
out in France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Spain, Sweden, the US and China 
and targeted international travellers who had taken a holiday abroad in the last three years 
and so are therefore predisposed to travel. The results showed that:

 67% of consumers overall and 63% of European respondents agreed that Britain was 
‘open minded and tolerant’; this was highest in China (86%) and the US (80%) and 
lowest in the Netherlands (49%) and Sweden (575)

 73% of consumers overall and 69% of European respondents agreed that Britain is 
‘welcoming to visitors’; again, this was highest in the US (84%) and China (88%) but 
lowest in Spain (63%) and Germany (68%)

 Most Europeans (61%) said the referendum had had no effect on their likelihood to 
visit but more say they are more likely to visit after the referendum (23%) than say 
they are less likely (14%). 55% of Chinese and 48% of Americans said they were 
more likely to visit Britain following the referendum. 

 More recent visitors to Britain were more likely to say that that referendum had had 
no impact or a positive impact on their intention to visit Britain again in the future. For 
example, 48% of those who had visited within the last twelve months said that they 
were more likely to visit Britain, compared to just 12% of those who said they had last 
come more than a decade ago. 

 70% of respondents agreed that ‘the weak pound makes it a good time to visit 
Britain. This was highest in China (85%) and the US (78%). 

 However, 60% of all respondents agreed that Britain was still an expensive 
destination, with th8is highest in China (64%) and the US (63%). 

 56% agreed that the fall in the pound made it more likely that they would personally 
visit Britain, with this highest in China (88%) and the US (68%). 

 57% felt well informed about the change in the value of sterling, falling to 52% in 
Europe. 

We plan to continue tracking sentiment in order to inform our promotion of Britain in these 
key markets. 

‘Britain is open for business’

Immediately after the referendum, VisitBritain and British Airways worked together on a 
tactical campaign to promote visits to Britain. We have since launched a new £10 million 
three year partnership with Expedia in the US, France and Germany, which aims to 
capitalise on the message that now is the time to travel to Britain. 

We plan to launch the next phase of our #OMGB – Home of Amazing Moments campaign in 
Europe in January, which will present Britain as a welcoming and friendly destination full of 
unique experiences which our visitors can only find here. January is the peak booking 
season for high value summer holidays. 



Market access: Continuing access to the single aviation market. 

73% of our international visitors arrive by air, meaning that aviation links are crucial for 
maintaining our visitors’ access to the Britain. Currently Britain’s membership of the Single 
Aviation Market means that British and European airlines face no restrictions on the number 
of flights they can operate between or within any EU state. We believe that this freedom to 
allow both the inbound and outbound visitor markets to determine the volume of flights has 
been beneficial for Britain and has supported the 19% increase in EU visitors to Britain over 
the last five years. 

Britain’s aviation relationship with the US is also held through the EU’s Open Skies 
agreement. This means, again, that there are no restrictions on the number of flights or 
gateways which link Britain to our most valuable source market (Americans spent over £3 
billion here in 2015, a record for any market in a single year). The current relationship 
between the US and the EU could be used to set a precedent for a relationship between the 
EU and Britain in the future, given that Britain is also an extremely valuable source market 
for outbound travel to many of our European neighbours. 

There are also a number of very liberal existing bilateral agreements between Britain and 
other single countries (such as Singapore or Qatar), which do not place any restrictions on 
flights, which could be used as a model for our future relationship with the US.

Airlines have already indicated that access to the single aviation market must be retained if 
possible, given the importance of Open Skies to their industry and to travellers. We hope 
that this can be agreed and that priority is given to renegotiating Britain’s independent 
aviation relationship with the USA. 

Border security and migration: Continued visa free travel. 

We have demonstrated the importance of EU visitors to the British economy above, 
providing two thirds of our visitors and just under half of international spending. EU nationals 
do not require visas to visit Britain and EU countries account for 13 of our top 20 markets. 

It is worth noting that visitors from 39 of our top 50 markets for inbound visitors do not 
require visas to visit Britain for tourism purposes. The highest visa market is India, at 18th. 
Whilst we understand the important role of visas in keeping our borders secure, we believe 
that they can act as a barrier to visitors. 

The government has demonstrated its understanding of this and has acted to, for example, 
pilot a two year multi entry visa for high spending Chinese visitors to Britain in order to make 
our visa regime more appealing. We welcome the commitment in the Tourism Action Plan to 
raising awareness of the UK’s visa offer and to ensuring that our offer remains competitive 
by, for example, increasing the number of Visa Application Centres we have in China and 
working more closely with industry to raise awareness of the UK’s offer.

We therefore hope that citizens of the remaining EU states will not require visas to come to 
Britain for holiday, business or VFR purposes and that future arrangements are made clear 
well in advance. VisitBritain’s research shows that around half of European visitors book 
their trip to Britain at least two months before they travel. Long haul travellers from markets 
like the US and China book their travel three to six months ahead. Any changes to Britain’s 
visa regime once we leave the European Union therefore need to be announced well ahead 



of their implementation so that we do not lose visitors who might be put off by the uncertainty 
around their travel arrangements. 

Whatever the nature of the UK’s future relationship with the EU, revised immigration status 
and entitlements of EU citizens – whether across the board or in particular countries – will 
significantly affect the workload, and therefore the resourcing, of UKVI and Border Force. 
We hope that both agencies will be given the additional support and funding they will need to 
ensure safe and welcoming journeys to Britain for all travellers once we leave the EU. 

VisitBritain runs the ‘Welcome to Britain Group’, a stakeholder consultation body which 
brings together government agencies like UKVI and Border Force with key industry 
representatives in order to share insights and views on issues relating to the welcome we 
offer our international visitors. We will continue to hold quarterly meetings of this group and 
expect issues connected to the UK’s departure from the European Union to be a key focus 
for the Group in the years ahead. 

In addition, Britain’s travel and tourism sector relies heavily on a significant number of EU 
nationals who bring vital language and service skills into the industry. Trade bodies like the 
Tourism Alliance and the British Hospitality Association have collated information from their 
members to provide their views on the best future arrangements for the sector to continue to 
serve our ever increasing numbers of visitors.  

VisitBritain believes that language skills are vital for the continued growth of the tourism 
sector. 50% of visitors from our top ten inbound countries are not native English speakers, 
so there is a need for foreign language skills in the tourism and hospitality sector. 

Currently many of those skills are best provided by workers from other countries including 
those in the EU, due to a lack of language skills in the British working population. Over the 
last decade there has been a steady decline in the number of students studying A-level 
Modern Foreign Languages. For example, in 1996 22,718 students sat A-level French. In 
2006 this fell to 12,190. The number of entries has continued to drop and in 2014 just 9,078 
A-level students were entered for the subject. 

UK employers regularly express dissatisfaction with school and college leavers’ skills in 
languages. In a 2013 survey of businesses by the Confederation of British Industry only 36% 
were satisfied with their employees’ language skills, compared with 93% who were satisfied 
or very satisfied with school and college leavers’ skills in the use of IT. 

As the UK’s 7th largest export earner, inbound tourism is facing the same challenges as 
many other UK export sectors. In their 2012 publication Exporting is good for Britain, the 
British Chambers of Commerce argued that an inability to trade in languages other than 
English is damaging the UK’s export performance. Their report stated that ‘the extent of the 
language deficit in the UK is truly serious: up to 96% of respondents had no foreign 
language ability for the markets they served, and the largest language deficits are for the 
fastest developing markets.’ 

We hope that tourism businesses will be supported to find the skilled workers with foreign 
languages they need. In the longer term, we would also welcome greater emphasis on the 
importance of language skills in British schools and for more businesses in the tourism and 
hospitality sector to invest in the development of language skills for apprentices, new-
starters and existing staff.

Domestic consequentials: An opportunity to revisit regulation. 



Some European regulations are not popular with the travel and tourism industry and we 
have an exciting opportunity to design a better system of regulation which both protects 
consumers and also allows businesses to offer the products which their customers want. 
There may also be an opportunity to redraft state aid law to enable government to offer more 
support to key industries like tourism.

Relevant policies which currently protect the UK consumer currently include the Package 
Travel Directive. Although this was originally designed to protect the consumer, UK industry 
may not see the disappearance of the Package Travel Directive as a loss. 

The 1990 Package Travel Directive was introduced to create a level playing field across the 
EU for the sale of standard package holidays. New rules introduced in summer 2015 
extended protection to cover not only traditional package holidays, but those who book other 
forms of combined travel, such as a self-chosen combination on a website of a flight plus 
hotel or car rental. 

We share the concerns of the Tourism Alliance, which says that last summer’s inclusion of 
added-value products (i.e. accommodation providers working with local attractions to provide 
products such as ‘stay at our hotel and receive a free ticket to the local historic property’) in 
the Package Travel Directive significantly reduces the ability of domestic accommodation 
providers and attractions to work together as it means, among other things, that the 
accommodation provider is legally liable for the guest while they visit the attraction. Tourism 
Alliance says “the burden on operators associated with this severely reduces the ability of 
the customer to buy value-added products and reduces the competitiveness of the UK as a 
destination”.6 Amending this legislation to enable local tourism providers, particularly SMEs, 
to work together to provide packages which consumer want, could stimulate more 
partnership working and innovation in the sector.
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6 Tourism Deregulation, Tourism Alliance, 18 February 2016


