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SETTING THE SCENE 

A new moment, a new approach

➔ It has now been 5 years since the then Conservative Government removed VAT-Free 

Shopping.

➔ There has been a lively campaign around re-instating VAT-free shopping however, the Treasury 

remains unconvinced with limited political pressure for them to reconsider the approach.

➔ Conditions have changed - politically and economically. The government is seeking credible 

growth measures that can deliver visible results.

➔ A competitive VAT-Free scheme is a measure that will support the UK’s tourism ecosystem -

spanning retail, hospitality, leisure, culture, travel and manufacturing.

➔ Without intervention, the UK risks losing global competitiveness and tax revenue as high-value 

tourism migrates to continental Europe and beyond.



SETTING THE SCENE 

We need a new approach; one that will seek to:

➔ Reframe the case – from bring it back to build a modern, digital system that powers the UK 

tourism economy

➔ Build trust - with robust evidence recognised by HMT and the OBR

➔ Broaden the coalition - uniting retail, hospitality, culture, transport, and regional partners under 

one national growth ecosystem
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THE PROBLEM

➔ The UK has no VAT-free shopping system and has lost competitiveness versus other 

international destinations

➔ Government is resistant, talking about restoration has a low probability of success

➔ While international visitor numbers to the UK have largely recovered, their spending 

remains weak - non-EU visitor spend in Britain is stuck at 75% of 2019 levels, compared 

with 166% in Spain, 159% in France and 137% in Italy - costing the UK an estimated £2 

billion in lost sales and 40,000 retail jobs, with a growing risk that high-value retail 

investment and employment will shift to European rivals. (Global Blue)



THE PROBLEM

TREASURY POSITION POLITICAL POSITION

• Sceptical that tourists change their plans on the basis 

of savings on shopping, but was open to persuasion 
should we present reliable data. 

• That data should be credible and focus on the impact 
on retailers; evidence of stays being curtailed in favour 

of competitor destinations 

• Demonstrate the wider economic impact on the tourism 

and visitor economy ecosystem i.e. hospitality and 
leisure

• Preferable framing for any new scheme should 

consider any cut in tax an investment, with a clear case 

of what the financial return would to the Treasury and 
wider society 

• Politically difficult to reinstate a scheme abolished by 

the previous Conservative government, given there is 
essentially cross-party consensus on the issue 

• Viewed very much as a tax cut for wealthy tourists at a 
time when difficult spending decisions are being made 

domestically 

• Limited political pressure from inside the Labour 

government – other issues are considered more 
important 
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THE SOLUTION 

➔ We are developing a campaign and policy proposition that is crystal clear on why this is 

the right answer — and why the time to act is now.

➔ The retail, hospitality and wider tourism ecosystem has been hit hard, and the government is 

actively searching for credible growth measures.

➔ Meanwhile, patterns of consumer behaviour are changing - and unless we act soon, those shifts 

could become permanent.



THE SOLUTION 

Our goal is to present a modern, credible policy proposition built on three key pillars:

➔ Recognisable evidence and payback that HMT and the OBR can trust, framed in the way 

Treasury evaluates fiscal and economic measures.

➔ Real-world insight on what works – and what doesn’t – for retailers, hospitality and the wider 

visitor economy.

➔ Independent credibility, developed in partnership with and aligned across the tourism 

ecosystem.

Working with leading former HMT and OBR officials, we will ensure the proposal meets 

Treasury expectations on methodology, fiscal modelling and deliverability — giving 

policymakers a distinct, future-facing choice rather than a call to simply “reinstate” what came 

before. This is the moment to shift from nostalgia to innovation – from “bring it back” to “build 

it better.”



OUR GOAL



OUR GOAL

A credible, modern scheme – designed in partnership with Government, built on evidence.

• This campaign isn’t about restoring a past model. It’s about shaping a new, workable solution - one 

that government can trust and industry can champion.

• We don’t yet know what the final system should look like. Over the coming months, we’ll work with 

a research partner to test a range of policy options and assess their feasibility.

• These alternatives will then be shared with industry to gather feedback, build consensus, and 

refine a proposal that commands broad support.



OUR GOAL

What we’re aiming for:

Credibility – A system recognised by HMT and OBR as robust, fiscally sound and backed by clear payback 

demonstrating return on investment.

Simplicity – A digital, transparent streamlined approach that’s easy for visitors and businesses to use.

Fairness – Accessible to all qualifying sectors within the visitor economy and resistant to fraud.

Growth – Designed to unlock new spend, jobs and investment across the whole visitor economy ecosystem 

and supply chains across all UK regions.

Integration – Developed as part of a wider tourism-growth strategy, rather than stand-alone fix.

Deliverability – A model that could be HMRC-led with industry funding and support, offering a practical ‘win’ 

for Government and addressing capacity concerns.

We’re not reviving the past - we’re building the evidence base for a smarter, fairer, and future-proof 

system that will form part of a wider tourism growth strategy.
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THE ROUTE TO GET THERE 

• Commission modelling for an alternative proposal

• Develop concise fiscal-impact paper for Treasury engagement drawing on credible data that this 

has an enormous impact on the whole tourism eco-system

• Build cross-sector coalition – retail, hospitality, leisure, airports, culture, manufacturing

• Secure parliamentary and regional champions

• Deliver a distinctive campaign identity – one that brings partners, policymakers, and the public on 

the journey. It will combine effective media advocacy with coordinated stakeholder mobilisation, 

positioning the campaign as an investment in the UK’s wider tourism ecosystem.
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THE COALITION 

To win, this must look and feel like a national tourism-growth coalition, not a London retail lobby. The more diverse and 

geographically spread our partners, the more persuasive our case to government will be.

Our partners will be from:

• Building on our strong foundation of retail and luxury brands

• Hospitality and leisure - hotels, restaurants, attractions, venues

• Culture and heritage - museums, galleries and performing arts institutions that convert visitors into multi-day stays.

• Transport and infrastructure - airports, airlines, logistics networks.

• Manufacturing and supply chain - British-made goods that benefit from export-linked tourism.

• Regional and devolved partners - Metro-Mayors, tourism boards and Chambers of Commerce across the UK.

• Policy and trade bodies
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THE REWARD  

Why this campaign matters - and what success will deliver:

1. Economic Reward

• A credible VAT-free system could unlock additional annual visitor spend and new tax receipts.

• Sustains and grows jobs across retail, hospitality, culture, transport and manufacturing.

• Strengthens the entire visitor economy ecosystem - from airports and outlet centres to high streets, hotels, restaurant sites and 

supply chains.

• Sends a clear signal to investors and international brands that the UK is open, confident and competitive.

2. Political Reward

• A visible, growth-positive win for government at a time when it urgently needs one.

• Demonstrates partnership between government and business, showing Labour as pragmatic, pro-growth and internationally 

minded.



THE REWARD 

3. Reputational and Social Reward

• Reasserts the UK’s position as the world’s leading retail and cultural destination.

• Supports regional destinations and businesses dependent on inbound tourism.

• Builds national pride and international confidence in “Brand Britain.”

• Creates a virtuous cycle: more visitors → more spend → more jobs → stronger tax receipts → Stronger public finances

This is about growth, fairness and renewal — helping the UK’s visitor economy thrive again through a credible, modern 

solution that benefits every region.
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HOW YOU CAN HELP?

This campaign will only succeed if it’s built on real insight, lived experience, and the collective voice of the industry. We are not just 

building a communications campaign – we are constructing an evidence-based case for reform that Government, the OBR and 

Treasury can trust. To achieve that, we need your help in demonstrating both the economic and human impact of the current 

system, and the potential gains of a new model.

What we need from you:

• Data & insight – Could you share figures on visitor spend, sales trends, customer profiles and the impact of lost VAT-free sales 

or other internal analysis that you have undertaken.

• Case studies – Real examples that show how this issue affects your business, your staff, investment decisions and your 

international customers.

• Regional perspective – Input from stores, hotels and venues beyond London to demonstrate national impact.

• Communications alignment and cooperation - Coordinating timing and messaging across partners will help ensure that we 

speak with one clear, consistent voice to government, media, and the public.



FIND OUT MORE & GET IN TOUCH: 

Katie Blake – Knightsbridge Partnership 
katie@knightsbridgepartnership.com

Seren Hirons – Cadogan 

Seren.Hirons@cadogan.co.uk

Nathan Parsad-Wyatt – Hedry 

Nathan.parsad-wyatt@hedry.co.uk

Adam Kearney – Heathrow
Adam.kearney@heathrow.com
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